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1. Paul Leroy's iaSa/'n/e de la fronliire, which 
was exhibited at the beginning ot 1914 
captures a number of themes of French 
nationalist iconography before the war.The 
dragoons are both guarding the frontier and 
considering the possible recovery of 
Lorraine, lost to Germany in 1871. Inspiring 
them is Joan of Arc, whose jubilee had been 
commemorated two years before. 



2. FelixVallotton was born Swiss, 
but acquired French nationality and 
in 1914 volunteered to join the 
French army. Although rejected 
because of his age, he was 
commissioned by the government 
to paint at the front In 1916, he 
welcomed the battle of Verdun as a 
definitive moment for France, as 
both a nation and a republic. But 
when in 1917 he came to paint It he 
was appalled by its devastation, 
producing a landscape where nature 
has been shattered by technology 
and In which no man can be seen. 













3. This Russian poster features a heroic St George 
slaying the multi-headed dragon of the Central 
Powers against a background of ruined churches in 
a devastated landscape. It highlights the strong 
religious element of the mythic motifs employed by 
all combatants in their early propaganda posters. 



tjTviOAT. 
K£9zvenyserl0z<)de KeMnya, 


mej^^rkezett, 
ellensa^ Tne6' 
adta magdt. 


TQvasziReszvenys 


4. War in 1914 still had a lighter side.This adver¬ 
tisement issued by a Hungarian brewery has the 
Entente's fighting men abandoning their rifles for 
the sake of a cold beer. 













5. The landing ol British, Anzac, and French troops on the Gallipoli Peninsula In April 1915 was Intended to open the 
Straits to Entente warships, bring about the rapid collapse ofTurkey, and enable the western allies to give Russia direct 
assistance. Instead, it marked the start of a nine-month-long battle of attrition which weakened theTurks but which also 
cost the Entente at least 250,000 soldiers. 



6. Fighting on the barricades In Belgrade In the early morning of 9 October 1915, when the Habsburg army launched its 
successful assault on the city.The fighting is taking placed beneath the Kalemegdan, the ancient fortress at the conflu¬ 
ence of the Danube and the Sava. Old Belgrade, with Its mosques as well as churches. Is clearly visible. 







7. In 1815 the Cossacks o1 the Russian army who 
rode into Paris were presented as an affront to French 
civilization. Just over a century later, in July 1916, after 
the Russian victories overtheTurks in the Caucasus, 
this genial figure is shown as the saviour of the 
Armenians. A contingent of Russian troops had also 
just arrived to serve alongside the French on the 
western front. 



8. North American wheat was the most efficient wartime 
food import in relation both to shipping space and calorific 
content.The transatlantic journey was shorter than that from 
else-where in the world, and the bulk-to-weight ratio of cereals 
was much more favourable than that of livestock.The effect on 
working-class diets in Britain particularly when combined with 
a guaranteed minimum food intake through rationing, was 
highly beneficial to health. 


Pour Vendre Nos 
Ble's.il Fauli 
Souscrire a 
























9. In 1918, at the age ot 62, John Lavery used his commission as a war artist to fly In a Royal Naval Air Service airship over 
the North Sea, capturing a panoramic view of a convoy. Air power was Increasingly important to the war at sea, especially 
in the detection of submarines. 



10. In 1917 Edouard Vuillard painted a Lyons munitions factory in two lights—one by day and the other by night That year 
France was able to equip the Americans with artillery and by 1918 It was the largest shell producer in the Entente. But in 
many wartime states long hours and Inadequate diets resulted In accidents and falling productivity. 















11. The employment ot the belligerents' mobilized 
manpower In tasks appropriate to their Individual 
skills was an Ill-managed process. But In France 
and Britain artists found an outlet for their skills 
In the development of camouflage.The Vorticist. 
Edward Wadsworth, supervised the application of 
'dazzle' camouflage, whose strong lines were de¬ 
signed to break up ships’ forms. 



12. The rape of Belgium In 1914 remained a powerful 
propaganda tool even in October 1918 and even In the 
United States. But America’s war loans proved unpopular 
with private investors: the interest rate of 4.25 per cent 
seemed low in relation to a long period of inconvertibility. 
The banks took 83 per cent of the third and fourth Liberty 
Loans. 









UNITED WAR WORK CAMPAIGN 


FOURYEARS IN THE FIGHT 

^ The Women of France ^ 
We Owe Them Houses of Cheer 


13. This American poster, produced shortiy alter the 
USA entered the war, was designed to encourage 
support for the aiiied war effort, and remind the 
pubiic of what the French peopie were going 
through.The grimness of the factory, and the sight of 
heavy work being done by women, were designed to 
eircit sympathy, but ironicaiiy reflected reairty for 
many European munitions workers. 



14. Theodor von Wundt, the bearded generai smoking a cigarette, 
commanded 51 WQrttemberg Reserve infantry Brigade on the Somme 
facing the British in 1916. Aibert Heim, whom Wundt commissioned 
to paint a series of pictures in 1915-16, captures the cosiness of the 
brigade staff's dugout between Oviiiers and Beaumont Hamei. 
















15. Wundt observes the 
Somme battle, looking 
towards theThiepval ridge, 
on which Lutyens's 
memorial to the British 
missing now stands.Wundt 
is probably in the position 
which the British called the 
Beaucourtredoubt, butto 
Wundt it was "the strong 
point of old WUrttemberg'. 



WS.S.WOM.EN OF AMERICA 


SAVE YOUR COUNTRY 


Buy WAR SAVINGS STAMPS 




UNITED STATES TREASURY DEPARTMENT 


16. The women of America were urged to follow the 
militant example of Joan of Arc and buy War Savings 
Stamps. Few would remember the embarrassing detail 
that it was the English who burned Joan at the stake. 










17. ‘Japan joins in the fight against the 
barbarians', this French poster affirms. 
Japanese naval strength did help transport 
Allied troops to the Mediterranean, but only 
after repeated requests from the Allies.They 
managed to overcome Japanese fears that 
sending their fleet to the European theatre 
would be leaving the Pacific open to the 
expansion of American naval power. 



18. The war intensified the division of labour. 
Women entered war work, but men remained 
vital for production as well as fighting.This 
poster seeks to reassure the French that the 
male munitions worker is just as much a 
patriot as the soldier at the front, and per¬ 
haps to remind the worker that his patriotic 
duty prohibits strikes and pacifism. 





















19. The revolutionary Provisional Government ot February 
1917 attempted to remobilize the nation for the war. In this 
war loan poster, army and people are one.The banners read 
'Victory over the enemy'.War until victory’. Freedom’, and 
'Do not let the enemy take away the freedom you have won'. 
The attempt failed with the disastrous offensive of June 
1917. 



20. Night was a time of 
vigilance in the salient. Star 
shells are burstingto 
Illuminate No Man's Land In 
case of enemy patrols or 
raids. In the foreground, 
three soldiers are on the fire 
step, watching for 
movement. In the 
background, three other 
soldiers are repairing wire 
defences In the salient’s 
water-logged area. 



















21. In 1918 the French used the Breguet 14 lor day and night bombing.The bomb racks were designed by 
Michelln and the circular transparent panel on the side of the observer's cockpit was designed to help him 
aim the thirty-two 8 kg bombs which the aircraft carried.The Breguet 14 was used in large numbers on a 
number of fronts, was supplied to allies, including the Americans, and had a successful post-war career. 



22. Kemmel Hill is a squat pyramid, the 
easternmost summit In the run of high 
ground which begins south ofYpres 
and then runs to its east as Its elevation 
decreases. In 1918 it provided a vital 
vantage point from which to observe the 
German positions, as Richard Carline's 
perspective from the air shows. By the 
same token it was a key objective for the 
Germans in their second major offensive 
of that year launched on 9 April, and on 
25 April they captured It from the French, 
who had taken over its defence. 









23. Unlike the French, Germans or Americans, the British 
tended to eschew mass cemeteries in favour of smaller, 
more intimate plots, redolent of country church-yards. 
The massive memorials to the missing on the Somme 
and at Ypres were therefore unusual.The latter, 

Reginald Blomfleld’s Menin Gate, commemorates over 
54,000 British soldiers who have no known grave, and was 
unveiled in 1927. 



24. Although the conduct of the war was shaped by Industrialization, its commemoration more often relied on rural 
motifs.The poppy, found on both sides of the line on the western front, was appropriated by the British. In 1933 the Wom¬ 
en’s Co-operative Movement produced white poppies to symbolize the dead of both sides and as a pledge for peace. 
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T liis history’s last chapter is on the memory of the First World War. Its author, 
Modris Eksteins, has examined entries made a quarter of a century ago, 
in the late 1980s, in the visitors’ books kept by Ae Commonwealth War 
Graves Commission. At the Bemafay cemetery, under the heading ‘remarks’, 
one Englishman entered ‘none needed’. This pragmatic and yet pregnant 
response to the graves that trace a line through north-western Europe, from 
Ypres to Arras and on to Verdun and Belfort, is not one wluch liistorians have 
been able to share. The First World War has commanded a literature that is 
quite simply enormous. 

Putting the war into words has never been easy, as the war poets tliemselves 
testified. Indeed the effort required may be one explanation for the publishing 
phenomenon that the war has generated. The need to comprehend, the urge to 
give shape to what can seem so inchoate and even irrational—these were, and 
still are, the most important impulses to writing. But the phrases which have 
resulted have too often not done justice to the scale of events, or to the emo¬ 
tional charge of the experience. Another recent visitor to the graves of the 
western front commented: 'I cannot find die words without breaking into cliches.' 
If those who wrote about the experience of the war were in large part respon¬ 
sible for the advent of modernism, as Samuel Hynes has argued in A War 
Imagined: The First World War and English Culture, it was precisely because 
they recognized that they needed a new vocabulary and a new style if they were 
to reflect adequately what the war meant. 

Three epithets in particular are regularly used when describing what its con¬ 
temporaries more simply, and widi less attempt at relativism or at categoriza¬ 
tion, called the Great War. These are ‘global’, ‘total’, and ‘modem’. They have 
each been employed in an effort to create a sense of the war’s scale, but each is 
ambiguous in its meaning and has itself become—if adjectives can become 
nouns—a cliche. 

‘Global’ has the advantage of being geographical^ precise. But its use immedi¬ 
ately raises objections on the score of accuracy. Not every country in the world 


The war as cliche 


A world war 
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A total war 


had become a belligerent by the wars end. Furthermore, the fighting on land 
was largely confined to Eurc^, the Middle East, and parts of Africa, with brief 
outbreaks in central Asia and die Far East. But if the title ‘global’ is therefore 
rejected, the geographical descriptor which is substituted is ‘European’. It 
began, after all, as the third Balkan war. Indeed. B. J. Crampton shows that 
Balkan tensions remained an extraordinarily self-contained element in the wider 
conflict that ensued. Some contemporaries called what followed the ‘Great 
European War’, and a few later historians have interpreted it as a sort of Euro¬ 
pean civil war, in which the continent’s member states fell on each other in an 
orgy of self-destruction, in the process eliminating their collective hegemony 
and defying a shared inheritance, shaped by Christianity, the Renaissance, and 
the Enlightenment. 

This is far too hmiting, in large measure precisely because of the very exist¬ 
ence of that hegemony. In 1914 Europe's global dominance, indirectly through 
its economic leadership and directly through the empires of its member states, 
meant that a major war in Europe had inter-continentaJ implications. The City 
of London was the centre of the worid’s shipping and insurance markets. Fifty- 
nine countries were on the gold standard, or in other words pegged their curren¬ 
cies to gold, whose value was measured by its exchange for the pound sterling. 
So the First World War disrupted a system which was increasingly becoming 
both ‘globalized’ and ‘networked’. Africa, almost all of which was under tlie 
direct rule of European colonial powers, was, as David Killingray makes clear 
in his chapter, immediately involved. The Ottoman empire, still just in Europe 
after the two Balkan wars of 1912 and 1913, felt compelled to fight in order to 
regulate its relationships with the other European powers. But since it was also 
an Asiatic and Middle Eastern power, the consequence was, as Ulrich Ihimpener 
describes, to extend the war to the Caucasus, Iraq, and Syria. Moreover the 
Ottoman empire’s status as the temporal leader of Islam gave it the authority to 
declare a holy war on behalf of Muslims everywhere. Not many of the faith 
responded, but that does not mean that they were not forced to choose sides. 

Such was the reach of the war that true neutrality became to all intents and 
purposes unsustainable. B. J. C. McKercher describes the pressures tliat eco¬ 
nomic warfare brought to bear on the neutrals bordering Germany. Outside 
Europe, where geo^nphical distance meant that neutrals did not have to navigate 
between the Charybdis of the Central Powers and the Scylla of the Entente, 
they frequently found it easier just to opt for the latter. Indeed self-interest, as 
Japan in particular demonstrated, could make war a sensible option. Most sig¬ 
nificant of all, in 1917 die United States of America entered the fight not just 
because of Germany’s adoption of unrestricted submarine warfare but also, as 
David Trask emphasizes, in pursuit of its own ambitions for a new international 
order. ‘Global’, therefore, is more, rather than less, helpful in describing the war. 

The use of ‘total’ is much more problematic. Its implications are absolute but its 
application is relative; ’total war’ remains, fortunately, an idea. Some of the bat¬ 
tles of the First World War, pre-eminently those of the Somme, Verdun, and 
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Passchendaele in the west, the twelve battles fought on the Isonzo in Italy, the 
wintry struggles in the Carpathians, carry connotations that help make the con¬ 
cept concrete. For the individuals who fought and died in such circumstances 
the experience was, at the risk of being platitudinous, ‘total’. However, detach¬ 
ment, even at only one remove from the battlefield, created a different perspec¬ 
tive. John Morrow nails the notion that the air \rar \ras a war of chivalry, where 
individual courage prevailed over the industrialization of war; by 1917—18 
fighting in the air was considerably more dangerous than fighting on land, and 
the outcome was determined less by the resourcefulness of the aces and more 
by the industrial resources of their states. Victory in the air was achieved by mass 
production. But high above the battle-fields of tire western front, tlie pilots 
could at least see, as the soldiers below them could not, how circumscribed the 
ground operations had become. Trench war had the effect of limiting the zone 
in which the physical dangers of war prevailed. Its effect was to create a pro¬ 
tective barrier for all those behind it. The real threat to civilians arose only when 
tliat barrier was broken, when war became mobile, wdien soldiers plundered 
food stocks, and when fear and rumour gave rise to atrocity. For some, even the 
Turks’ slaughter of the Armenians, to which Trumpener refers, can be explained 
in these ways. 

For others, such rationalizations are inherently unacceptable. To place the 
massacre of the Armenians in the operational context of war is to relativize 
something which was awful in an absolute sense; the Armenians see it as a form 
of genocide, a precursor of the Holocaust. Certainly the fate of the Armenians 
confirms that the war impinged on civilians. More arguable was whether it did 
so in radically new ways, given diat the Armenians had been subject to persecu¬ 
tion before, or whether what happened to the Armenians in the (^oman empire 
was so different from what happened to Germans and Jews in the Russian 
empire, particularly during the ‘great retreat’ of 1915- On tlie other hand the 
Armenian case was exceptional in that it introduced a new phrase into the 
lexicon of international rights; formaUy, it was not a crime perpetrated on reli¬ 
gious grounds (although the Armenians were Christians in a Muslim state), but 
a ‘crime against humanity’. 

The consequences of the war for civilians were rarely so physical, and more 
often psychological. The most important of these was totalitarian rather than 
‘total’; it was the mobilization of men’s minds through propaganda. At least until 
1917 most official propaganda was directed overseas, principally towards neu¬ 
trals who might be persuaded to become allies. But J. M. Winter sees this defin¬ 
ition of propaganda as too limited; the mechanisms for manipulating opinion 
were very often in the hands of profit-making companies rather than diose of the 
government, and the media that they used were far more diwrse than the 
printed word. Visual images, at first posters, later films, but including banal sou¬ 
venirs, picture postcards, and comic strips, had an immediacy and a universality 
that deepened the divisions of enmity. Tlie need for belligerent governments to 
sponsor and develop these techniques was made clear by two phenomena which 
became evident in 1917. The first, discussed by Alexander Watson, was mutinies 
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at the front. The second, analysed by John Home, was revolution at home. The 
former is often interpreted as a rejection not of the war’s aims per se, but of the 
metliods by wliich those aims were being pursued. The latter, because the Rus¬ 
sians called for a peace witiioul annexations and without indemnities, implied a 
rejection of the very purposes of the war. In reahty the two currents could not 
stand apart; die armies of the First World War were citizen armies. The Petro- 
grad garrison carried revolution from the rear to the front; elements in the 
German army became vectors for socialism, as it became ‘infected’ by what it 
saw in Russia. This fusion of feeling between army and society was itself a 
product of the mobilization of mass armies, and one way at least in which die 
war was total. 

The application of universal male conscription had another totalizing’ effect. 
It stripped industrial production of much of its workforce. Susan Grayzel warns 
against the perils of exaggerating tlie mobilization of women which followed. 
Many of those females engaged in munitions production were employed in 
other work before 1914- In peasant agriculture women were already integral to 
the rural economy; die loss of men to the army intensified an existing burden. 
The importance of die civil population to the output of war-related goods—and 
another way In which the war was total was that ultimately nothing could not be 
construed as at least indirecdy relevant to the war effort—made it a legitimate 
target of warfare. In this war, that would mean little more than material depriv¬ 
ation through maritime blockade; the loss of food, light, heat, and clothing. In 
the next, as air power strate^sts in 1918 already argued, the attack on cities 
would be direct. 

Thus war in the third dimension would edge nearer ‘total’ war. Technological 
sophistication enabled the development of the aircraft; the aircraft itself then 
became the means to hamper a nation's industrial mobilization. These two- 
technological sophistication and industrial mobilization—are the conditions on 
which industrialized warfare was predicated. But industrialized warfare is more 
than their sum. It also describes the manner in wdiich they are employed—the 
fighting methods. To say that the First World War was a war between industrial¬ 
ized societies is not sufficient to warrant the conclusion that it was also a bench¬ 
mark in the evolution of‘modem’ war. Caveats are even more necessary when 
describing ‘modem’ than when describing ‘total’. 

To be sure, the new machinery of war usurped the rhythms of nature. The 
capacity of the machine to master the most elemental of conditions had been 
evident at sea since the advent of the steamship, but in 1914—18 the submarine 
took maritime warfare into conditions that were less dependent on wind and 
weather, the ocean’s depths. Aerial obser\^tion forced men to manoeuvre by 
night and lie low by day; high ei^losive could literally move mountains—or at 
least hills. What set the soldier’s timetable, not only of sleeping and waking, 
but of advancing and halting, was the artillery bombardment. Robin Prior and 
Trevor Wilson argue that by 1916 the sophistication and scale of artillery was 
the conditioning factor in war on the western front—a point confirmed by 
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Tim Travers in his account of the allied victories in 1918. But the immediate 
effect of the tyranny of the gun was pre-modem. Men dug deep: trenches 
saved soldiers’ lives, another way in which they rendered war less ‘total’. The 
weapons that this troglodyte existence demanded were those of eighteenth- 
century siege warfare, mortars and grenades, and even of earlier forms of 
combat, clubs and axes. Primitivism, not modernism, was the first reaction to 
industrialized war. 

But it was not the only reaction. Precision engineering applied to mass pro¬ 
duction produced light machine guns; chemical engineering developed new 
forms of explosives as well as phosgene gas; electrical en^neering transformed 
the means of communication and made real-time intelligence, as well as accurate 
counter-battery fire, realizable ambitions. At the tactical level, the ultimate con¬ 
sequence of all this was the ability to reunite fire and movement, to reintegrate 
artUlery and infantry. At the operational level of war, the capacity of artillery to 
fire accurately but indirectly at long ranges and at high intensity over a short 
period gave the battlefield depth as well as linearity. The German victories were 
won, as Holger Herwig shows, by these techniques; the principles which they 
embodied subsequently became the conceptual bedrock of much in the practice 
of twentieth-century warfare. 

The interface which conditioned ‘modem’ war, therefore, was that between 
tactics and technology. But that was not the interface which preoccupied gen¬ 
eral staffs in 1914. Their attention was directed to operations, the movements 
of armies within a theatre of war, with the campaign rather than with the 
battle. What concerned them before the war. therefore, was the relationship 
between tactics and what they called strategy. They saw strategy as a purely 
military activity, a matter of operations, with no necessary link to policy. How¬ 
ever, their professional competence in the business of command gave them 
political leverage, even when they did not necessarily seek to intervene in pol¬ 
itics. Samuel Williamson does not accuse the generals of causing the war, but 
he does say that the mechanistic mobilization schedules which they had 
adopted narrowed the opportunities for diplomacy. Furthermore, once at war, 
the armies’ focus was now manoeuvre, as D. E. Showalter stresses, and this 
immediately elevated the operational level of war to the neglect of the tactical. 
Thus senior officers were, by virtue of existing doctrines and by the very nature 
of their own experiences in 1914—15, cut off from the immediate e;q)eriences 
and impUcations of trench warfare. 

These demarcations between the levels of war were not appropriate to the 
war at sea. Paul Halpem ranges as easily from tactics through operations to 
strategy and back again as did the British and German fleet commanders. Jellicoe 
and Scheer. At the battle of Jutland both of them were under fire; both could 
observe and respond to the tactical situation. But both were aware of the stra¬ 
tegic implications of what they were about; above all, Jellicoe knew that a defeat 
in battle for the Grand Fleet could also mean defeat in the war as a whole 
for Britain. 


The directioD of 
the war 
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One of the reasons that tactical and strategic direction collapsed in upon each 
other at sea was the advent of the wireless. Still too bulky for easy transport on 
land, it could be carried by every warship. The most obvious abuse of tlie new 
invention was excessive chatter, signals traffic enabled one side at the least to 
identify a ships presence and—^if in possession of the other’s code books, as the 
British were of the Germans’—even to read its messages. But the temptation to 
which the British themselves succumbed was a different one: it was for those at 
the Admiralty in London to interfere directly with lower levels of command at 
sea. In 1914—15, Winston Churchill in particular, although a civilian minister, 
exploited wireless communications to orchestrate what were essentially oper¬ 
ational matters, more than once widi disastrous consequences. 

The more generalized problem was that the distinction between what was 
properly an operational matter, to be settled by the armed services themselves, 
and what was a strategic matter, with political implications of national import¬ 
ance, was a very hard one to sustain in ‘modem’, ‘total’ war. The overriding func¬ 
tion of the belligerent states between i9i4and 1918 was the conduct of the war. 
For civilian politicians, as John Turner describes, this created a genuine and 
legitimate interest in how the war was fought, and in the objectives of particular 
campaigns. Broadly speaking, herein lay the kernel of civil-mOitary friction in 
the liberal societies, such as France and Britain. For soldiers, on the other hand, 
the maximization of resources for the purposes of the war, in particular muni¬ 
tions prodtiction and manpower, gave them a reasonable professional interest 
in the running of the war economy. This was tlie point of entry for the German 
supreme command under Paul von Hlndenburg and Erich Ludendorff, from 
which they developed agendas which clearly exceeded any functional defin¬ 
ition of their operational responsibilities. 

When strategy became the supreme function of the state it was very difficult 
to subordinate soldiers to politick control. In a sense the First World War under¬ 
lined the point that what Clausewitz had said about the direction of war, that war 
was a ‘tme political instrument’, was grounded more in philosophical abstraction 
than in reality. For much of the time the war became an end in itself, not a 
means to an end. Tlie demands which it made on its participants elevated their 
expectations of what they wanted to achieve from it in almost inverse proportion 
to what they could realistically gain. As Holger Afflerbach shows, those like 
Erich von Falkenhayn who urged the acceptance of compromise did so on the 
basis of military realities, but could not command political support. Nor, according 
to David French, were means and ends in any greater hannony on the side of 
the Entente. Lloyd George became prime minister in December 1916 deter¬ 
mined to curb the generals and to reduce casualties, but he rejected the peace 
initiatives of that month and sought total victory with as much determination as 
Hindenburg and Ludendorff. 

These two chapters, which provide a strategic overview of the war for tlie years 
1914 to 1917, might lead to the conclusion that the war had lost all purpose— 
that it was, in the words of so many of Modris Eksteins’s visitors to the western 
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front, ‘a waste’. David Stevenson, who, in discussing war aims, provides the third 
resume of the war’s direction, resists what is, after aU, yet another cliche. He 
focuses on the political objectives of the war, and, while recognizing that the 
aims of both sides were too incompatible for successful negotiation, also argues 
tliat a ‘peace without victory’ could not have proved lasting. 

That robust view is one shared by Zara Steiner, in her analysis of the Versailles 
settlement. The peace of 1919 proved short-lived not because of any inherent 
inadequacies in its terms but because of the subsequent failure of the great 
powers to enforce it. The luxury erf hindsight, with the Cold War over and the 
Second World War now seventy years distant, can enable us to tal« tliis upbeat 
assessment one stage further. The political consequences of die war and the 
peace which followed it are still being played out. The war was the great mod¬ 
ernizer, as well as the great destroyer, of the twentieth century, and the issues 
which it raised are still with us in the twenty-first century. 

First, four autocratic empires ccJlapsed. One of these, the German, seemed 
young and dynamic in 1914- Opinions on the second, the Russian, were div¬ 
ided; for some the incipient clash between tsarism and revolution promised 
domestic disintegration, for others there was a latent strength which was reflected 
in Russia’s importance to great power calculations in 1914. The other two—the 
Austro-Hungarian and the Ottoman—^were both deemed to be in terminal 
decline for much of the nineteenth century. Not the least of their weaknesses 
was their multi-ethnic composition in an age of assertive nationalism. 

The victors at Versailles took nationalism as one of their guiding principles, 
and in so doing incorporated in international relations a reality of domestic pol¬ 
itics, thus creating an enduring, if not always easy, foundation for great power 
relations in the rest of the twentieth century. Of course the application was 
flawed. Within Europe ethnic divisions did not necessarily conform to terri¬ 
torial boundaries; the consequent frictions in eastern Europe were ones only 
kept in check by another multinational empire, the Soviet Union. Outside 
Europe the principle of national self-determination was not recognized—at 
least not fully and not then. But, as within central and south-eastern Europe, 
so in the Middle East much of the political map of the modem world took 
shape in 1919. 

Secondly, the Versailles settlement incorporated a vision of liberalism and 
even of democracy. This was the fruit of the United States’ entry to the war. 
Between 1914 and 1917 liberalism took a battering. Domestically, as John Turner 
argues, traditional definitions of liberalism were forfeit to the incursions of the 
state. Internationally, tsarist Russia’s membership of the Entente sapped the 
ideological purity of the alliance’s war effort. The triumph of Bolshevism, even 
if it meant Russia’s witlidrawal from the Entente, did not ease the British and 
French positions in intellectual terms as it presented a more dynamic challenge 
to liberalism, not least when it espoused the idea of peace. Woodrow Wilson’s 
messianic commitment to a new international order revivified the ideological 
underpinnings of the war. Many who had Joined up in 1914 had done so because 
they believed even then that the First Worid War wras ‘the war to end wars’. 
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Wilson gave them renewed hope that that would be the case. In the short term 
the Senate s refusal to ratify the Versailles agreement, the collapse of the League 
of Nations, and then the Second World War suggested the collapse of die liberal 
international order. But in die long term the conclusion of the Cold War, with 
the demise of the Soviet Union, serves to point up the continuity in Wilsonian 
rhetoric. Armistice day 1918 was a cause for celebration before it was a cause for 
commemoration. 

One task for the historian is to place events in perspective. The danger with war, 
and particularly with the First World War, is that such contexts rationalize and 
so reduce the enormity of events—that the historian has to deny his or her own 
humanity. But consider only one way in which the First World War is deemed to 
be 'total’ and possibly even 'modem'—its length. 

Many of the contributors to this volume refer to the pre-war expectation that 
the war would be short and that what happened between 1914 and 1915 was a 
process of disillusionment on this score. The implication is that what followed 
was a ‘long’ war. But neither ‘short’ nor ‘long’ is itself a clear definition of time. 
The obvious yardstick in 1914 was the wars of German unification in 1866 and 
1870. which were measured in terms of weeks. And yet pre-war planning spoke 
of months, and no chief of the general staff was truly confident of the outcome 
even then; some informed commentators reckoned on a war of two or three 
years. In terms of popular expectations these professional calculations were 
visions of a ‘long war’; in terms of what actually happened, if judged from the 
perspective of 1918 or 1919. these predictions were too 'short’. 

Moreover, as Robert Gerwarth shows in the penultimate chapter of this book, 
the First World War did not end as neatly as the commemorative events clus¬ 
tered around die anniversary of the armistice. Conflict persisted across central 
and eastern Europe; civil wars divided Russia and Poland; Tbrkey fought to 
reshape itself and its frontiers after its defeat; and the revolutions held in check 
on the peripheries of the European empires between 1914 and 1918 erupted 
immediately thereafter. The other conflicts that had joined the bandwagon of 
the original war of 1914. the wars between the Balkan states, Japan’s pursuit of 
empire in mainland A.sia and in the Pacific, and above all the wars to define the 
successor states oflhe four collapsed empires, did not simply stop when that war 
ended. The very fact that the First World War was a ‘global’ war was one reason 
why it could not end with the abruptness suggested by Germany’s acceptance of 
terms in a railway carriage in the forest of Compiegne on 11 November 1918. 

For the historian of‘modem’war, the First World War should not be remark¬ 
able for its length. Given its scale and its consequences, its duration of fifty-two 
months (if we accept that it did indeed end on 11 November 1918) is not evi¬ 
dence in itself of any form of ‘totality’. The Second World War would of course 
be longer, but that \ 3 iy in the ftiture. From the perspective of those who fought 
in 1914—18, theTTurty Years War, the Seven Years War, and the Napoleonic wars 
were all considerably longer. The duration of the American Civil War was 
comparable. 
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The First World War was not realty a long war, any more than it was a short 
war. It was, however, a war of extraordinary intensity. Neither weather nor sea¬ 
sons dictated pauses in the fighting for the first time battlefield injuries, not 
diseases, at least on the western front, were the major Idller. Many individuals, 
not least because of wounds, had comparalivety brief sojourns at the front. Their 
experience of the war could embrace different theatres, the elation of victory, 
the despondency of defeat. But for all the variation in extent, in place, and in 
degree of each participant s ej^erience of die war, cumulativety that experience 
assumed a collective identity quite unhlce that of any other ‘total', ‘modem’, or 
‘global’ war. Its conditioning factor was of course the trendies. And it was they 
which gave an inner unity to the war, and above all to the memory of the war, in 
what was in reality—as die subsequent chapters will show—an estfraordinarily 
diverse and multifaceted conflict. 

The first edition of this book was pubhshed in 1998 to coincide with the eight¬ 
ieth anniversaiy of the armistice with Germany. This, the second edition, has 
been prepared to mark the centenary of the war's outbreak. If boasts many new 
illustrations, its guide to further reading has been extensively overhauled in the 
light of recent research, and it includes four freshly minted chapters. Three are 
replacements for chapters written by authors who have died in die interval, Gail 
Braybon, David Englander, and L. L. Farrar, and one, Robert Gerwarth’s on the 
Vars after the war’, is completely new, a reflection of one of the directions which 
the study of the war has taken since 1998. 

Given the intensity of scholarly activity devoted to the First World War over 
the last fifteen years, it is in some respects surprising that die book’s contributors 
have not wanted to be even more radical in the changes that they Iiave made. 
This is the challenge which the centenary of the war presents: to use the oppor¬ 
tunity which sustained consideration of the war will present to generate fresh 
thinking. In the effort to put the war into words, referred to at die outset of tliis 
introduction, there have been three high points over the last hundred years. The 
first occurred, at least in English, between about 1928 and 1934, taking off just 
at the point when many publishers concluded that the vogue for war memoirs 
had worked itself out. In the judgement of many (including Modris Eksteins), it 
was inspired by the publication of Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the 
Western Front, a genuinely international best seller, a novel by a German which 
became a Hollywood hit. Then the Second World War intervened. Attention to 
the First World War did not revive until the war’s fiftieth anniversary. This, for 
an English-speaking audience, was wben the tramlines of the present populist 
debates surrounding the conflict were set. Its veterans were ^ven a voice in 
1964, not least by the pioneering BBC history documentary The Great War. In 
the previous year, Joan Littlewood’s vibrant production, Oh! What a Lovely War, 
had used the war’s songs to satirize the British generals, a line of attack fed by 
Alan Clark’s The Donkeys (1961) and Leon Wolffs In Flanders Fields (1958). It 
was answered by John Terraine’s defensive biography of Douglas Haig, provoca¬ 
tively sub-titled The Educated Soldier (1963). In February and March 1964 
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The Sunday Times dedicated its new colour supplement to ‘the greatest tragedy 
to overtake Western civilisation’. Across the Atlantic Life began a similar series 
in April, but its managing editor was less certain about the language now used to 
describe the war in Britain; he evoked ‘the strain of idealism, even adventure, 
about the war’. 

None of the spate of volumes produced for the fiftieth anniversary of the war 
was based on serious archival research, for tiie excellent reason that the war’s 
archives were still closed. Subsequent scholars, including those who have written 
chapters in this book, have not—at least in most cases—been so handicapped. 
Most national archives for the war were opened during the course of the 1970s, 
either because the lapse of fifty years achieved that automatically or because the 
regimes governing public papers were relaxed. Since then tlie quality of work 
and the depth of our knowledge have increased exponentially year on year. This 
is not to say that there are not still significant gaps; much remains to be done in 
relation to the Russian and Ottoman empires, and it is striking how relatively 
limited has been the exploration of one of the most extensive and complete of 
First Worfd War archives, that of Austria-Hungaiy. But these deficits are less 
noteworthy than another phenomenon. 

Deeper scholarly understanding has not penetrated into public conscious¬ 
ness. The third big spike in tlte effort to shape understanding of the war is and 
will be tliat generated by the centenaiy itself. The chaDenge for the media, for 
broadcasters and publishers, and even for national governments will be to escape 
the cliches of the fifdetlt anniversary in order to shape a fresh set of popular nar¬ 
ratives. It is clear that many of these will be personal and local, to do with family 
history and community engagement. But they need also to be global. The his¬ 
tory of the war needs to bre^ the bounds of national and parochial debate to 
become genuinely comparative and international, so more fully reflecting both 
the war's nature, with its interdependent variables, and its impact. Tliis book 
aspires to match such an agenda. 
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The Origins 
of the War 



SAMUEL R. WILLIAMSON, JR. 


K oSutnjak Park, Belgrade, mid-May 1914: Gavrilo Princip fires his re¬ 
volver at an oak tree, training for his part in the plot. Those prac-tice 
rounds were the first shots of what would become the First W’orld War. 
Prindp, a Bosnian Serb student, wanted to murder Archduke Franz Ferdi¬ 
nand, heir to the Habsburg throne, when the latter visited the Bosnian capital 
of Sarajevo. Princip had becxmie involved with a Serbian terrorist group—the 
Black Hand. Directed by the head of Serbian militarv intelligenc'e. Colonel 
Dragutin Dimitrijevid (nicknamed ApLs, ‘the Bull’), the Black Hand advocated 
violence in the creation of a Greater Serbia. For Princip and Apis, this meant 
ending Austria-Hungary’s nile over Bosnia-Hercegovina through any means 
possible. 

Princip provetl an apt pupil. If his co-conspirators flinched or failed on Sunday, 
z8 Jime 1914, he did not. Thanks to cxuifusion in the archdukes entourage after 
an initiiil bomb attack, the young Bosnian Serb tliscovered the official touring 
car stopjred within 6 feet of his location. Princip fired two quick shots. Mithin 
minutes die .uxhduke and his wife Sophie were dead in Sarajevo. 

Exactlv one month later, on 28 July, Austria-Hungary declarerl war on Serbia. 
What began as the third Balkan w'ar would, within a week, become the First 
World War. Why did the murders unleash first a local and then a wider war? 
What were the longer-term, the mid-range, and the tactical issues that brought 
Europe into conflict? W'hat follows is a summary of current historical thinking 
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Assisted by the Serbian 
secret society—the 
Biack Hand—with its 
ties to Serbian miiitary 
intelligence, the 
conspirators made two 
attempts on Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand and his 
wife during their visit to 
Sarajevo.The 19-year-oid 
Princip, seated on the 
right, fired the two shots 
that kiiied the royal 
couple. After his convic¬ 
tion, Princip died in 
prison in April 1918. 



Long-term 

tensions 


alx>tit the July t’ri.sLs, while iilso suggesting some clifTerent perspectives on the 
miicli studied origins of the First World War. 

After 1905, Europe’s diplomats, strategic planners, and political leaders con¬ 
fronted a series of interlocking issues: some hatl long troubled the continent, 
others were b\'-products of still older problems that had either been resolved or 
evaded. A major issue centred on the perennial Eastern Question. Since 1878 
the European powers had helped themseK'es to large portions of the Ottoman 
empire, the so-called ‘Sick Man of Europe’: Egi’pt and CypnLS had gone to 
Britiiin, Morocco and Tunisia to France, Tripoli (Libya) to Italy, and Bosnia- 
Hercegosina to Austria-Hiuigary. The Balkan wars of 1912—13 had seen Turkish 
hoUlings in the Balkans disappear. But struggle over tlie Balkans had not ended, 
as Russia, Serbia, and the Habsburgs still c“ontended for ascendancy. Russia 
wanted a dominant voice in the name of Slavic brotlierhood; Austria-Hungary 
wanted to continue its hLstoric mission as a bridge to the east through the Bal¬ 
kans; and the Serbs wanted access to the sea. 
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A second major issue focused upon the Habsburg monarchy, also considered 
‘sick’. The question for many was whether Europe’s third largest stale with 
50 million citizens could survive as a multinational, dynastic state in an age of 
increasing nationalism and democracy. While most of its nei^bours looked 
covetously at Austria-Hungary, one desperately wanted it to survive; its northern 
neighbour and ally since 1879, the German Reicb. 

Unified by Otto von Bismarck in the 1860s and the Franco-Prussian War of 
1870, Germany occupied a pivotal geographic and political position in Europe. 
A growing economic power and already a formidable military power, Berlin’s 
aggressive policy of Weltpolitik and unrestrained navalism after 1900 had 
alarmed most of Europe. For many, German ambitions constituted a third major 
European problem. To complicate matters, no German government could easily 
accept the possibihty that Russia might gain from the collapse of the Habsburg 
monarchy and thus become a still greater threat to Germany’s eastern frontier. 
Germany’s very strength would prompt the British and French, for balance of 
power reasons, to seek Russian help as a way to deter and threaten Berlin. 

There were additional contextutd issues that sliaped the framework of inter¬ 
national politics in the last years before 191.4. 'These included alliance align¬ 
ments, the arms race, imperialism’s legacies, economic rivalries, and virulent 
nationalism. By 1914 Europe had become divided into two diplomatic group¬ 
ings, loose to be sure but distinct. One, the Triple Alliance, was centred on 
Berlin and included Austria-Hungary, Italy, and, by secret protocol, Romania. 
Yet by the summer of 1914 few statesmen believed that Italy and Romania were 
reliable allies or likely ever to help Vienna. On the other side was the Triple 
Entente, centred on the Franco-Russian alliance and with Britain as entente 
partner of both. The British had detailed militaiy arrangements, furthermore, 
with the French in the event of a German attack in the west. But tlie British 
never had a formal treaty commitment with France or with Russia, only the far 
more dangerous one of memories and emotions. 

Despite the inherently hostile possibibOes between the two alliance align¬ 
ments, the great powers had managed to maintain the peace through three 
major intemationd confrontations (two Morocco crises and repeated Bosnian 
tensions). In 1914, when the three central players—Austria-Hungary, Russia, 
and Germany—moved to mobilize, the earlier restraints fell away. If the 
alliance/cnfcnfc structure perse did not cause the war, its very existence ensured 
that the conflict would become a wider war the moment the rigid military 
mobilization schedules became the ruling logic. 

Closely linked to the alliance/eufenfe diplomatic arrangements were their 
strategic and military-naval asperts. iTie years before 1914 had seen unprece¬ 
dented arms races, most conspicuously the Anglo-German naval race after 1898. 
Every member of the alliance/cntenfc system participated in the naval competi¬ 
tion, but its most dramatic impact had been upon An^o-German relations. No 
other issue had such a negative impact upon bilateral ties; no other issue proved 
such a stumbling block to efforts for restraint. Britain matched the German 
build-up which Admiral Alfred von Tirpilz had hoped would influence British 
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foreign policy to give more respect to Germany. More radically, London intro¬ 
duced the all-big-gun dreadnought class of battleships and thus revolutionized 
the entire race. 

The very fact of the German threat also forced Britain to move its principal 
naval forces northward. This in turn gave France the ability to argue that its 
naval forces were protecting British interests in the Mediterranean. This issue 
decisively influenced Britain’s sense of obligation to its principal entente partner, 
France. 

Other powers also spent extravagant sums on battleships, as each sought to 
match its local neighbour. IronicaUy, as subsequent chapters in this volume will 
show, the large capital ships were almost irrelevant to the actual conduct of the 
naval war, while the submarine and the protected convoy would play a far more 
decisive role. 

The more important arms race has often been overlooked; the sharp increases 
in continental military manpower after 1911. Except for Britain, every country 
already had male ccmscription. Even if not all males actually served, conscrip¬ 
tion provided a sizeable manpower pool. Each of the great powers counted their 
standing armies in the hundreds of thousands. For instance, in 1912 the German 
forces numbered 646,000, the French 611.000, and the Russian 1,332,000. Yet 
there could never be too many men, or so the Prussian general staff concluded 
after the second Moroccan crisis of 1911. In late 1912 the Germans would 
increase their standing army by more than 130,000 and the French would raise 
theirs by nearly 90,000. Austria-Hungary would increase its forces as well and 
Russia began plans for still more troops. By July 1914 there were, even before 
the mobilizations began, approximately 3.6 million men on active duty among 
the allied/enteute states. 

Buttressing the militaiy and naval preparations was the legacy of decades of 
imperial rivaliy. The scramble for colonies and imperial influence had shaped the 
agenda of late nineteenth-centuiy international politics. Tensions did not ease in 
the early twentieth century. Tlie two Moroccan crises and the Bosnian annex¬ 
ation tension of 1908 brought the dangers closer to the continent; the Eastern 
Question remained as dangerous as ever. The Italian invasion of Tripoli in 
September 1911 had reinforced this point. Ilie imperial rivalries had, moreover, 
exacerbated relalitms between Britain and Germany, Britain and France. Britain 
and Russia, and between Austria-Hungary and Serbia and Italy and Russia. 

For Britain the Boer War (1899-1902) against the Dutch South Africans had 
exposed the risks of a policy of ‘splendid Isolation'. Hence, the British govern¬ 
ment began to search for partners. Its first success came in 1902 with the 
Japanese alliance to protect Britain’s Far Eastern holdings against Russia. Then 
in 1904 and 1907 there were the enfcnte arrangements with France and Russia, 
each agreement seeking to contain or end imperial rivalries. With these treaties, 
Britain’s imperial and continental politics became fatefully entangled even if 
technically London retained a free hand. 

Imperial frictions were both reinforced and transcended by the economic 
rivalry among the great powers. General^, trade flowed easily among the group 
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save for tariff issues. The Austrians would order weapons from the Russians, the 
British would build ships on demand, the Germans would sell to the Russians, 
and die French sold weapons wherever possible. Yet the governments became 
progressively less flexible about their tending policies, as the French gradually 
moved to exclude the Habsburgs from the Paris money markets in an effort to 
appease the Russians. Even the usually generous British were less forthcoming 
with Vienna. Still Vienna found funds in Berlin and New York City without 
much trouble. The international trading and banking fraternity, Marxist rhetoric 
notwithstanding, remained international in oudook and was always alarmed at 
the prospect of war. For the financial community, peace appeared the only 
rational policy. 

Among the tectonic plates shaping the context of international politics, none 
loomed as dangerous and irrational as rampant, virulent, passion-filled nation¬ 
alism. Spurred by die French Revoiuticm, the spread of literacy, and the growth 
of historical mythologies, by 1914 nationalism had become the plaything of poli- 
Ucians and the intelligentsia. After 1900 each country had its own shrill nation¬ 
alism, but it reached new heights after 1911 and the second Moroccan crisis. 
Under the leadership of Raymond Poincard, first as foreign minister and then as 
president. France had a veritable nationalistic revival. In Britain the Irish Ques¬ 
tion flamed to new peaks, as die Ulster Protestants refused to accept the pro¬ 
spect of Irish home rule. The German variety was no less strident, often blended 
with the myopia of Prussian militarism. In Italy, rabid nationalists fixated on 
Austria-Hungary’s possession of the Tyrol and the Dalmatian coast. For Russia, 
every Balkan issue became a test of Slavic fratemalism and aggressive Russian 
nationalism. Nationalism had turned much of Europe into a veritable box of 
inflammable tinder. 

But no place matched the Habsburg monarchy, where eleven nationalities 
competed, struggled, and yet finally managed to live together. Thanks to the 
Dual Monarchy’s constitutional arrangements of 1867. die German-Austrians 
and the Hungarians controlled the political apparatus in the t\w5 states. Yet they 
had to accommodate the various nationalities and to adjust their internal and 
external policies accordingly. In fact, the Habsburg leadership struggled to make 
concessions to the Czechs and Poles and others inside the monarchy. Some 
leaders, including the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, were prepared to go even 
further, only to face the intransigent Magyar elites who refused to diminish their 
political power for other groups. Tlie Habsburg neighbours were less benign. 
The Romanians wanted Transylvania, the Italians at least the Tyrol, the Russians 
die breakup of the entire monarchy, and the Serbs in Belgrade a Greater Serbia 
at Habsburg expense. Others, sparked the Croatians and the Slovenians, 
talked of a new south Slav, Yugoslav state. 

After the 1903 palace coup brought the Karageorgevid dynasty to power in 
Belgrade, Serbia gradually became Vienna's most implacable foe, anxious to 
accelerate the demise of the Habsburgs. Tlie Bosnian crisis of 1908, the 
Balkan wars, and the increase of Serbian territory and population poisoned 
the relationship still more. And the Serbian ^jvemment tolerated or encouraged 
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groups who wanted to end Habsburg rule in all of the Balkans. The most dan¬ 
gerous of these societies was Apis’s Black Hand. After 1908 Habsburg policy¬ 
makers would view Serbia as the major threat to the monarchy’s survival in a 
democratic age. Vienna saw the Serbs, as the west would in the 1990s, as 
leaders for whom dupbcity and evasion were staples of political and diplo¬ 
matic behaviour. By June 1914 the Habsburg leadership had come to believe 
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that a final reckoning with the Serb menace could not be postponed much 
longer. 

Still, in the spring of 1914 the European scene appeared less volatile than at 
any point in the last four years. To be sure, the Germans and Russians had quar¬ 
relled over a German military mission to Turkey, and the military press in both 
countries had taunted each other. Rome and Vienna, two erstwhile allies, 
exchanged acrimonious notes over the future of Albania, which both wanted to 
control. And \^enna also had to face the fact that Romania was apparently 
drifting away from the Triple Alliance. By contrast, however, Belgrade and 
Vienna were involved in a set of economic negrtialions that appeared promising. 
More surprisingly, Anglo-German relations appeared almost serene, with the 
British navy in late June paying a call on the German fleet at Kiel. 

The major issues in each country were domestic. In France the prospect of 
Madame Henrietle Gaillauxs trial for die murder of the editor of Le Figaro over liis 
slanderous attacks on her husband dominated the public agenda. In Britain the 
perennial Irish Question had prompted a near mutiny of senior British army offi¬ 
cers over the prospect of enforcing a policy of home rule. In Russia die greatest 
strikes of the pre-war years threatened to paralyse the major cities. In Germany 
fears mounted about the surging power of the socialists. In Austria the parliament 
had been adjourned in March b^ause of Czech-German clashes. In Hungary ten¬ 
sions were increasing between die Magyars and die Romanians in Transylvania. 

But possibly the most dangerous situation existed in Serbia, where the civilian 
government (backed by Rus.sia) found itself under assault from the Serbian mili¬ 
tary who wanted to become a virtual state within a state. The situation worsened 
when the military pushed Prime Minister Nikolai Palid from office in early June, 
only to have the Russians insist on and achieve his restoration. Throughout 
Europe, these domestic, internal issues were troubling but not inherendy dan¬ 
gerous to the international peace. Indeed, Arthur Nicolson, the long-time British 
under-secretaiy of state for foreign affairs, asserted in early May 1914 that he 
had not seen the international scene so calm in years. 

TVvo shots in Sarajevo on Sunday 28 June shattered that illusion. Those shots 
had the ineluctable effect of conveiging all of the danger points of European 
foreign and domestic policies. The First World War would be the result. 

The Serbian terrorist plot had succeeded. But that very success also threatened 
PaSi^’s civilian government. Already at odds widi Apis and liis Black Hand asso¬ 
ciates, Pa§id now found himself compromised by his own earlier failure to inves¬ 
tigate aDegations about the secret society. In early June 1914, the minister had 
heard vague rumours of an assassination plot. He even sought to make inquiries, 
only to have Apis stonewall him about details. Whether Belgrade actually sought 
to alert Vienna about the plot remains uncertain. In aty event, once the murders 
occurred, the premier could not admit his prior knowledge nor allow any 
Austro-Hungarian action tliat might unravel the details of the conspiracy. Not 
only would any compromise threaten his political position, it could lead Apis and 
his army associates to attempt a coup or worse. 
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After 28 June PaSid tried, without much success, to moderate the Serbian 
pre.ss’s glee over the archdukes death. He also sought to appear conciliatory and 
gracious towards Vienna. But he knew that the Habsburg authorities beheved 
that Princip had ties to Belgrade. He only hoped that the Habsburg investigators 
could not make a direct, incontrovertible connection to Apis and otliers. 

PaSid resolved early, moreover, that he would not allow any Habsburg 
infringement of Serbian sovereignty or any commission that would impUcate 
him or the military authorities. If he made any concession, his political oppon¬ 
ents would attack and he mi^t e^^>ose liimself and the other civihan ministers 
to unacceptable personal risks. Thus Serbia’s pohcy throughout the July crisis 
would be apparently conciliatory, deftfy evasive, and ultimately intractable. It 
did not require, as the inter-war historians believed, the Russian government to 
stiffen the Serbian position. Once confronted with the fact of Sarajevo, the Ser¬ 
bian leadersliip charted its own course, one which guaranteed a definitive con¬ 
frontation with Vienna. 

The deaths of Franz Ferdinand and Sophie stunned the Habsburg leadership. 
While there were only modest public shows of sympathy, limited by the court's 
calculation to play down tlie funeral, all of the senior leaders wanted some action 
against Belgrade. None doubted that Serbia bore responsibility for the attacks. 
Tlie 84-year-old emperor, Franz Joseph, returned hurriedly to Vienna from his 
hunting lodge at Bad Ischl. Over the next six days to 4 July 1914, all of tlie Habs¬ 
burg leaders met in pairs and threes to discuss the monarchy's reaction to the 
deaths and to assess die extensive political unrest in Bosnia-Hereegovina in the 
wake of the assassinations. Nor could the discussions ignore the earlier tensions 
of igi2 and 1913 when the monarchy had diree times nearly gone to war wiUi 
Serbia and/or Montenegro. Each time militant diplomacy had prevailed and 
each time Russia had accepted the outcome. 

The most a^ressive of the Habsburg leaders, indeed the single individual 
probably most responsible for the war in 1914, was General Franz Conrad von 
Hbtzendorf, chief of the Austro-Hungarian general staff. In the previous crises 
he had called for war against Serbia more than fifty times. He constantly 
lamented that the monarchy had not attacked Serbia in 1908 when the odds 
would have been far better. In the July crisis Conrad would argue vehemently 
and repeatedly that the time for a final reckoning had come. His cries for war in 
1912 and 1913 had been diecked by Archduke Franz Ferdinand and the foreign 
minister, Leopold Berchtold. Now, with the archduke gone and Berchtold con¬ 
verted to a policy of action, all of the civilian leaders, except the Hungarian 
prime minister Istv^ lisza, wanted to resolve the Serbian issue. To retain inter¬ 
national credibility die monarchy had to show that there were Umits beyond 
which the south Slav movement could not go witliout repercussions. 

The Habsburg resolve intensified with reports from Sarajevo that indicated 
that the trail of conspiracy did indeed lead back to at least one minor Serbian 
official in Belgrade. While the evidence in 1914 never constituted a ‘smoking 
gun’, the officials coirec*^ surmised that the Serbian government must have 
tolerated and possibfy assisted in die planning of the deed. Given this evidence, 
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the Habsburg leiulers soon foc-iised on three options: a se\ere iliploinatic 
humiliation of Serbia; cjiiiek, decisive militar\’ action against Serbia; or a diplo¬ 
matic iiltimalinn that, if rejected, would be followed bv niilitar\' action. Pressed 
by Conrad and the inilitiu^' leadership, bv 3 July e\en Franz Joseph had agreed 
on the need for stem action, including the possibilitv' of w'ar. Only one leader 
resisted a militaiy solution: Ishan Tiszii. Yet his consent was absolutelv recjiiired 
for any inilitarv' action. Tisza preferred the diplomatic option anil wanted assur¬ 
ances of German support before the gosernment made a final dec-ision. His 
resistance to any quick militars’ action effec-tivelv forec-losed that option, leasing 
either the diplomatic one or the iliplomatic/militarv combination. Not surpris- 
ingh', those iurdous for inilitarv action shifted to the latter alternatis e. 

The Austro-Hungarian foreign minister. Berchtold, made the next ino\e on 
4 Julv, sending his belligerent suborilinate Alexander Hovos to Berlin to seek a 
pledge of CJennan support. Armed with a personal letter from Franz Joseph to 
Wilhelm II imd a long memorandum on the need for resolute action against 
Serbia, Hovos got a cordial reception. Tlie Germans fuUv understooil Vienna’s 
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intentions: the Habsburg leadership wanted a militarv' reckoning with Belgrade. 
The German leadership (for reasons to be explored later) agreed to the Habs- 
bnrg request, realizing that it might mean a general w’ar with Russia as Serbia’s 
protector. 

With assurances of German support, the leaders in Vienna met on 7 July to 
formulate their plan. General Conrad gave confident assessments of military 
success and the civilian ministers attempted to persuade Tisza to accept a belli¬ 
gerent approach. At the same time the preliminary diplomatic manoeuvres were 
planned. Finally, on 13-14 Julv Hungarian Prime Minister Tisza accepted strong 
action and possible war with Serbia. He did .so largely because of new fears that 
a possible Serbian-Romanian alignment would threaten Maj^- ar overlordsliip of 
the 3 million Romanians living in Transylvania. Drafts of the ultimatum, mean¬ 
while, were prepared in Vienna. Dec-eption tactics to lull the rest of Europe 
were arranged and some military leaves were cancelled. 

But there remained a major problem; when to deliver the ultimatum? The 
long-scheduled French state visit to Russia of President Raymond Poincare 
and Premier Rene V'iviani from 20 July to 23 July thoroughly complicated the 
delivery of the ultimatum. Berchlold, understandabls'. did not want to hand 
over the demands while the French leaders were still in St Petersburg. Yet to 
avoid that iwssibility meant a further delay until late aftenioon, 23 July. At that 
point the forty-eight-hour ultimatum, with its demands that clearly c-ould not 
lie met, would be delivered in Belgrade. 

(Germany's tlecision of 5-6 July to assure full support to V'ienna ranks among 
the most discussed issues in modem European history. A strong, belligerent 
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German response came as no surprise. After all, Wilhelm II and Franz Ferdi¬ 
nand had just visited each other, were close ideologically, and had since 1900 
developed a strong personal friendship. ChanceUor Theobald von Bethmann 
Hollweg, moreover, believed that Berlin must show Wenna that Germany sup¬ 
ported its most loyal ally. Far more controversial is whether the civilian leaders 
in Berlin, pressured by the German military, viewed tlie Sarajevo murders as a 
‘heaven-sent’ opportunity to launch a preventive war against Russia. Tliis inter¬ 
pretation points to increasing German apprehension about a Russian military 
colossus, allegedly to achieve peak strength in 1917. And Russo-German mili¬ 
tary relations were in early 1914 certainly at their worst in decades. Nor did 
Kaiser Wilhelm Us mihtary advisers urge any modicum of restraint on Vienna, 
unlike previous Balkans episodes. An increasingly competitive European mili¬ 
tary environment now spilled over into the July crisis. 

However explained, the German leadership reached a rare degree of con¬ 
sensus: it would support Vienna in a showdown with Serbia. Thus the German 
Kaiser and chancellor gave formal assurances (the so-called ‘blank cheque’) to 
Vienna. From that moment, Austria-Hungary proceeded to exploit this decision 
and to march toward war witli Serbia, ^rlin would find itself—for better or 
worse—at the mercy of its reliable ally as the next stages of the crisis unfolded. 

For two weeks and more Berlin wailed, first for the Habsburg leadership to 
make its final decisions and then for their implementation. During this time the 
German Kaiser sailed in the North Sea and the German military and naval high 
command, confident of their own arraitgements, took leaves at various German 
spas. Bethmann Hollweg, meanwhile, fretted over the lengthy delays in Vienna. 
He also began to fear the consequences of the ‘calculated risk’ and his ‘leap into 
die dark’ for German foreign policy. But his moody retrospection brought no 
changes in his determination to back Vienna; he only wished the Habsburg 
monarchy would act soon and decisively. 

By Monday 20 July, Europe buzzed with rumours of a pending Habsburg 
demarche in Belgrade. Wliile the Irish Question continued to dominate British 
pohlical concerns and the French pubhc focused on the Caillaux murder trial, 
Vienna moved to act against Belgrade. Remarkably, no Triple Entente power 
direcdy challenged Berchtold before 23 July, and the foreign minister for his 
part remained inconspicuous. Then, as instructed, at 6 p.m. on 23 July Wladimir 
Giesl, the Habsburg minister in Belgrade, delivered the ultimatum to tlie Ser¬ 
bian foreign ministry. Sir Edward Gr^, the British foreign secretary, would 
immediately brand it as 'the most formidable document ever addressed by one 
Slate to another that was independent’. 

With its forty-eight-hour deadline, the ultimatuin demanded a series of Ser¬ 
bian conces.sions and a commission to investigate the plot. Pa 5 i< 5 , away from 
Belgrade on an election campaign tour, returned to draft the response. This 
reply conceded some points but was wholty unyielding on Vienna’s key demand, 
which would have allowed the Austrians to discover PaSifs and his government’s 
general complicity in the murders. 
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News of the Habsburg ultimatutn struck Europe with as much force as the 
Sarajevo murders. If the public did not immediately recognize the dangers to 
the peace, the European diplomats (and their military and naval associates) did. 
The most significant, immediate, and dangerous response came not from the 
Germans, but from the Russians. Upon learning of the ultimatum. Foreign Min¬ 
ister Sergei Sazonov declared ww inevitable. His actions thereafter did much to 
ensure a general European vrar. 

At a meeting of die Council of State on 24 July, even before the Serbians 
responded, Saainov and others pressed for strong Russian support for Serbia. 
Fearful of losing Russian leadership of the pan-Slavic movement, he urged resolute 
behaviour. His senior militaiy leaders bacl^d this view, even thou^ Russia’s mili¬ 
tary reforms were still incomjdete. Tlie recentiy concluded French state visit had 
given the Russians new confidence that Paris would support Russia if war came. 

At Sazonov’s urgngs, the Council agreed, with the Tsar approving the next 
day, to initiate various military measures preparing for partial or full mobiliza¬ 
tion. The Council agreed further to partial mobilization as a possible deterrent 
to stop Austria-Hungary from attacking the Serbs. These Russian military meas¬ 
ures were among the very first of the entire July crisis; their impact would be 
profound. The measures were not only extensive, tliey abutted German as well 
as Austrian territory. Not surprisingly, the Russian actions would be interpreted 
by German military intelligence as tantamount to some form of mobilization. No 
other actions in the crisis, beyond Vienna’s resolute determination for war, were 
so provocative or disturbing as Russia's preliminary steps of enhanced border 
security and the recall of certain troops. 

Elsewhere, Sir Edward Grey sought desperately to repeat his 1912 role as 
peacemaker in the Balkans. He failed. He could not get Vienna to extend the 
forty-eighl-hour deadline. Thus at 6 p.m. on 25 July, Giesl glanced at the Ser¬ 
bian reply, deemed It insufficient, broke diplomatic relations, and left immedi¬ 
ately for nearby Habsburg territory. The crisis had escalated to a new, more 
dangerous level. 

Grey did not, however, desist in his efforts for peace. He now tried to initiate 
a set of four-power discussions to ease the mounting crisis. Yet he could never 
get St Petersburg or Bedin to accept the same proposal for some type of medi¬ 
ation or diplomatic discussions. A partial reason for his failure came from Ber¬ 
lin's two continuing assumptions: that Britain might ultimately stand aside and 
that Russia would eventually be deterred by Germany’s strong, unequivocal sup¬ 
port of Vienna. 

Each of Grey’s international efforts, ironically, alarmed Berchtold. He now 
became determined to press for a declaration of war, thus thwarting any inter¬ 
vention in the local conflict. In fact, the Habsburg foreign minister had trouble 
getting General Conrad’s reluctant agreement to a declaration of war on Tuesday 
28 July. This declaration, followed by some desultory gunfire between Serbian 
and Austro-Hungarian troc^ that night, would tlioroughly inflame the situ¬ 
ation. The Serbs naturally magnified die gunfire incident into a larger Austrian 
attack. This is turn meant diat the Russians would use the casual shooting to 
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justify still stronger support for Serbia and to initiate still more far-reaching mili¬ 
tary measures of their own. 

By 28 July every European state had taken some military and/or naval precau¬ 
tions. The French recalled some frontier troops, the Germans did the same, and 
die Austro-Hungarians began their mobilization against the Serbs. In Britain, 
Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, secured cabinet approval to 
keep the British fleet intact after it had completed manoeuvres. Tlien on the 
night of 29 July he ordered die naval vessels to proceed throu^ the English 
Channel to their North Sea battle stations. It could be argued that thanks to 
Churchill Britain became the first power prepared to protect its vital interests in 
a European war. 

Grey still searched for a solution. But hLs efforts were severely hampered by 
the continuing impact of the Irish Question and the deep divisions within the 
cabinet over any policy that appeared to align Britain too closely with France. 
Throughout the last week of July, Grey tried repeatedly to gain cabinet consent 
to threaten Germany with British Intervention. The radicals in the cabinet 
refused. They wanted no BriUsh participation in a continental war. 

Grey now turned his attention to the possible fate of Belgium and Britain's 
venerable treaty commitments to protect Belgian neutrality. As he did so. the 
German diplomats committed a massive blunder by attempting to win BriUsh 
neutrality with an assurance tliat Belgium and France would revert to the status 
qvio ante after a war. Not only did Grey brusquely reject this crude bribery, he 
turned it back against Berlin. On 31 July, with cabinet approval, Grey asked 
Paris and Berlin to guarantee Belgium's status. France did so at once; the Ger¬ 
mans did not. Grey had scored an important moral and tactical victory. 

In St Petersburg, meanwhile, decisions were taken, rescinded, then taken 
again that assured that the peace would not be kept. By 28 July Sazonov had 
concluded that a partial mobilizaUon against Austria-Hungary would never 
deter Menna. Indeed his own generals argued that a partial step would compli¬ 
cate a general mobilization. Sazonov therefore got the generals' support for full 
mobilization. He then won the Tsar’s approval only to see Nicholas II hesitate 
after receiving a message from his cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm II. The so-called 
Willy—Nicky’ telegrams came to nothing, however. On 30 July the Tsar ordered 
general mobilization, with a clear recognition that Germany would probably 
respond and that a German attack would be aimed at Russia’s French ally. 

Tlie Russian general mobilization resolved a numlrer of problems for the 
German higli command. First, it meant that no ne^tiations, including the pro¬ 
posal for an Austrian ‘Halt in Belgrade’, would come to anything. Second, it 
allowed Berlin to declare a ‘defensive war’ of protection against an aggressive 
Russia, a tactic dial immeasurably aided Bedimann HoUweg’s efforts to achieve 
domestic consensus. And, third, it meant that the chancellor could no longer resist 
General Helmuth von Moltke’s demands for German mobilization and the imple¬ 
mentation of German war plans. Alone of the great powers, mobilization for Ger¬ 
many equalled war; Bethmann Hollweg realized this. Yet once the German 
mobilization began, the chancellor lost effective control of the situation. 
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At 7 p.m. on Salurclav, i August 1914. Gensianv declared war on Hiissia. The 
next da\- CJennan forc-es itnaded LiLxeinboiirg. Later that niglit (Germany 
demanded tlial Belgium ;J!o\x- German lroop.s to march ihrongli the neiitnU 
state on their way to France. Tlie Belgian cabinet met and concltitled that it 
would resist the German attack. 

In France general mobilization began. Bnl the French government, ever anx¬ 
ious to secure British interxention, kept French forces six miles away from the 
French border. In London Paul Camlmn. tlie French ambassador, importuned 
the British government to uphold the unwritten moral and militarj' obligations 
of the Anglo-French entente. Still, e\'en on Saturday 1 August, the British cab¬ 
inet refu.sed to agree to anv commitment to Franc'e. Then on Sunday 2 August, 
Grev finally won cabinet approval for two significant steps: Britain would protect 
France’s northeni coasts again.st anv German naval attack and London would 
demand that Germany renounc-e an\’ intention of attacking Belgium. Britain had 
edged closer to war. 

On Monday 3 August, the British cabinet reviewed the outline of Grey’s 
speech to parliament that afternoon. HLs peroration, remarkable for its candour 
and its disingenuousness alrout the secret Anglo-French military and naval 
arrangements, left no doubt that London would intervene to preserve the balance 
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of power against Gennany; tliat it wotild defend Belgiiim and France; and that 
it would go to war if Germany failed to stop the olTensh’e in the west. This last 
demand, sent from London to Berlin on 4 Aiig)i.st, would be rejectetl. At 11 p.m. 
(GMT) on 4 August 1914 Britain and Germans- were at war. 


With the declarations of war the focas shifterl to the elaborate pre-arranged 
mobilization plans of tlie great powers. For the nasal forces the Issues svere 
relatis'ely straightfoisvard: prepare for the great naval battle, impose or thsvarl a 
policy of naval blockade, protect sour coast lines, and keep the shipping lanes 
open, For the continental armies, the .slakes were far greater. If an army 
were defeated, the war might ss'ell be oser. Committed to offensive strategies, 
dependent on the hope that any svar would be short, and reliant on the imple¬ 
mentation of their carefully developed plans, the general staffs believed they 
had prepared for almost ever)- possible contingency'. 

In each counlrs' the svar plans contained elaborate moliilization schedules 
svhich the generals wanted to put into action at tl)e earliest jxissible moment. 
While mobilization r«used the risks of svar, in only tsso cases did it absolutelv 
guarantee a genersilized engagement: {1) if Russia mobilized, (Jermanv svould do 
so and mose at once to attack Bel^um and France; {2) if Germany mobilized 
without Russian prosoc-ation, the results svere the same. Any full Russian mobilizsi- 
tion svould trigger a complete (German response and, for Germany, mobiliziition 
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Confident of their 
success, German 
soldiers wrote boastful 
slogans on their troop 
transport; ‘On to Paris' 
and 'See you again on 
the Boulevard'. No 
German troops got 
closer than twenty miles 
to the French capital. 
Many of these particular 
soldiers doubtless never 
returned to Germany, 
dying on the way to 
Paris or in the pivotal 
battle of the Marne in 
early September 1914. 
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meant war. Very few, if any, civilian leaders fuUy comprehended these fateful 
interconnections and even the military planners were uncertain about them. 

The German war plans in 1914 were simple, dangerous, and exceptionally 
mechanical. To overcome the threat of being trapped in a two-front war between 
France and Russia, Germany would attack first in the west, violating Belgian 
neutrality in a massive sweeping movement that would envelop and then crush 
the French forces. Once the French were defeated, the Germans would redeploy 
their main forces against Russia and with Austro-Hungarian help conclude the 
war. The Russian war plans sought to provide immediate assistance to France 
and thereby disrupt the expected German attack in the west. The Russians 
would attack German troops in East Prussia, wMe other Russian forces moved 
southward into Galicia against the Habsbuig armies. But to achieve their goals 
the Russians had to mobilize immediately, hence their escalatoiy decisions early 
in the crisis, with fateful consequences for tlie peace of Europe. 

The Italians, it should be noted, took some preliminary measures in August 
1914 but deferred general mobilization until later. Otherwise Rome took no fur¬ 
ther action to intervene. Rather the Italian government soon became involved in 
an elaborate bai^aining game over its entry into the fray. Not until April 1915 
would this last of the major pre-war allies enter into the fighting, not on the side 
of their former allies but in opposition with the Triple Entente. 

By 10 August 1914 Europe was at war. What had started as the third Balkan war 
had rapidly become the First World War. How can one assess responsibility for 
these events? Who caused it? What could have been done differently to have 
prevented it? Such questions have troubled generations of historians since 1914. 
There are no clear answers. But the following observations may put the ques¬ 
tions into context. Tlie alliance/entcntc system created linking mechanisms that 
allowed the control of a state’s strategic destiny to pass into a broader arena, one 
which the individual government could manage but not always totally control. 
Most specifically, this meant that any Russo-German quarrel would see France 
involved because of the very nature of Germany’s offensive war plans. Until 
1914 the alliance/CTifenfe partners had disagreed just enough among themselves 
to conceal the true impact of the alliance arrangements. 

The legacy of Germany’s bombastic behaviour, so characteristic of much of 
German Weltpolitik and Europolitik after 1898, also meant that Berhn was thor¬ 
oughly mistrusted. Its behaviour created a tone, indeed an edginess, that intro¬ 
duced fear into the international system, since only for Germany did mobilization 
equal war. Ironically, and not all historians agree, the German policy in 1914 
may have been less provocative than earlier. But that summer Berhn paid the 
price for its earlier aggressiveness. 

Serbia allowed a terrorist ac* to proceed, then sought to evade the conse¬ 
quences of its action. It would gain, after 1918. tlie most from the war with the 
creation of the Yugoslav state. Paradoxically, however, the very ethnic rivalries 
that brought Austria-Hungry to crdlapse would also plague the new state and its 
post-ig45 successor. 
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Austria-Hungary feared the threat posed the emergence of the south Slavs 
as a political force. But the Dual Monarchy could not reform itself sufficiently to 
blunt the challenge. With the death of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, who had 
always favoured peace, the monarchy lost the one person wlio could check the 
ambitions of General Conrad and mute the fears of the civilians. While harsh, 
Oltokar Czemins epitaph has a certain tnidi to it; “We were compelled to die; 
we could only choose the manner of our death and we have chosen the most 
terrible.’ 

Germany believed that it must support its Danubian ally. This in turn influ¬ 
enced Berlins position towards Russia and France. Without German backing, 
Vienna would probably have hesitated or been more conciliatoiy toward Bel¬ 
grade. But, anxious to support Vienna and possibly to detach Russia from the 
Triple Entente, Berlin would risk a continental war to achieve its short- and 
long-term objectives. Berhn and Vienna bear more responsibility for starting the 
crisis and then making it very hard to control. 

Nevertheless, the Russians must also share some significant responsibility for 
the final outcome. St Petersburg’s unwavering support of Serbia, its unwilling¬ 
ness to negotiate with Berlin and Vienna, and then its precipitate preparatory 
military measures escalated the crisis beyond control. Russia’s general mobiliza¬ 
tion on 30 July guaranteed disaster. 

Tliose Russian decisions would in turn confront the French with tlie full ram¬ 
ifications of their alliance with Russia. Despite French expectations, the alliance 
with Russia had in fact become less salvation for Paris and more assuredly doom. 
France became the victim in the Russo-German fight. Throughout the crisis 
French leaders could only hope to convince Russia to he careful and simultan¬ 
eously work to ensure that Britain came to their assistance. Paris failed in the 
first requirement and succeeded in the second. 

The decisions of August 1914 did not come easily for the British government. 
Grey could not rush tlie sharply divided cabinet. The decade-old entente ties to 
the French were vague and unwritten and had a history of deception and devi¬ 
ousness. Nor did the vicious political atmosphere created by Ireland help. Grey 
desperately hoped that the direat of British intervention would deter Germany; 
it did not. Could Grey have done more? Probably not, given the British political 
system and the precarious hold the Liberal Party had on power. Only a large 
standing British army would have deterred Germany, and that prospect, despite 
some recent assertions, simply did not exist. 

In July 1914 one or two k^ decisions taken differently might well have seen 
die war averted. As it was, the July crisis became a model of escalation and inad¬ 
vertent consequences. The expectation of a short war, the ideology of offensive 
warfare, and continuing faith in war as an instrument of policy: all would soon 
prove illusory and wishful. The cold, hard, unyielding reality of modem warfare 
soon replaced the romantic, dashing le^nds of the popular press. The elite 
decision-makers (monarchs, civilian ministers, admirals, and generals) had 
started the war; the larger public would die in it and, ultimately, finish it. 
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D id ihe Central Powers have a chance of winning a great continental war? 
Althoiigli the question was asked many times l)efore 1914, it did not 
admit of a simple answer. The politic-id circumstances surrounding such 
a war were unknown and so calculating the chances of winning it was bound to 
be guesswork. One thing was obvious from a German perspective; if a contin¬ 
ental war was going to happen, it would be a war of coalitions and France and 
Russia would fight together against the Central Powers. But what al>out Italy? 
Would it fight alongside its Triple Alliance partners? What about Romania, 
another ally of the Central Powers? And what alx)ut Great Britiun. which had 
always stood aside from continental alliances? 

The behaviour of these powers vva.s difficult to predict. The (Jerman armies 
remained confident that thev could win the next war, hut faced with diese 
uncertainties their faith relied on gut feeling. The German general staff before 
1914 believed that it commanded the best trained and most formidable army 
in Europe, which woidd be able to defeat France, as it had done in 1870, and 
thereafter any other continental power. This does not mean that it thought 
that victory would come easily or that it did not see the enormous dangers 
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implicit in such a war. Helmulh von Moltke the \'oimger 
spoke in July 1914 about a dreadful war which would de.s- 
troy European cultural life for decades, as did many others, 
including his successor as chief of the general staff, Erich 
von Falkenliayn, who thought that onK' the USA and Japan 
would benefit politically from a European war. However, 
German generals saw things from a military perspective, 
not a political or humanitarian one, and they estimated that 
a continental war, especially a two-front war against Ritssia 
and France, would be complicated and dangerous, hut 
manageable. The\’ had also an urgent professional desire to 
fight this war, not to avoid it. 

Did they think they would win? Yes. they did; and they 
thought tlial, if things went badly, the worst outcome 
would be a stalemate. In 1914 tlie German army still re¬ 
tained tliat faith in its superiority, even if it feare<l tliat the 
military advantages necessary for victory would disappear 
in the years to c-ome, especially as Russia rearmed. The 
European balance of forces helps explain the situation 
shortly before the war: 



War strength of the Triple Alliance and the Entente in igii Erich von Falkenhayn 
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was the Prussian 
minister of war in 

3,479000 

August 1914 , but after 

2.025.000 

Germany's defeat on the 

5.504,000 

Marne in September he 

1.200.000 

6.704.000 

becamechief of the 
general staff, a post 
which—thanks to 

3.348,000 

the direct support of 

3,750.000 

the Kaiser—he held 

7.098.000 

for the next two years. 

350.000 
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The armies of Gennany’s potential enemies, Franc“e and Russia, were numeric- The war plans of 
ally superior to those of the Triple Alliance, but were considered inferior in Moltke the elder 
terms of quality’, and Russia would take time to mobilize its full strength. The and SchliefTen 
elder Moltke, chief of the general staff from 1858 to 1888, had thought that the 
next European war would be long and indecLshe. In 1890, in his last public- 
speech, he wiuTied that the next war could be ‘a Seven Years or even a Thirtx’ 

Years War’. He planned accorduigly. He wanted to split the German army into 
two uneven halves to wage a defensive warfare on two fronts. The plan was real¬ 
istic but utterU’ unattracth'e, because it was unclear how Germany could win this 
war or control its duration. It could onlv hold out and trv to inflict minor defeats 
on its enemies in the hope that thev would gix e up at some point. Moltke’s plan 
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was strikingly similar to w^iat became reality in late 1914: a German army split 
between east and west was not strong enough on either front to force a decision, 
but was strong enough to hold out against its enemies who, in their turn, were 
unable to defeat the Central Powers. 

This was not the war for u^ch the Gennan general staff had planned, and the 
expectation of such an outcome would probably have altered German decisions in 
the July crisis. The German war plan in 1914 was a different one and linked with 
the name ofMoltkessectmd successor as Chief of the General Staff, Count Alfred 
von Schlieffen. His new design remained in force until 1914, albeit modified in 
numerous details. Although his thinking sustained many variants, its main aim was 
to concentrate the German army in the west to force a quick decision against 
France and then to transfer units east to fight alongside the Austro-Hungarians 
against the Russians. In 1914 seven German armies were deployed on the western 
front, but only one in the east; its task was to defend Germany’s eastern provinces. 
The Austro-Hungarian army had to fight against the Russians alone for some 
weeks. The big advantage of this plan was that it seemed to provide an answer as 
to how Germany could win a continental war. The Austro-Hungarian army had to 
hold out against the Russians until France was beaten. The problem was tliat the 
Austrians were not kept in the picture, and that the Austro-Hungarian chief of 
staff, Conrad von Hdtzendorf, developed his own plan. He split the Habsburg 
army between the Serbian and the Russian fronts and created a significant re¬ 
serve which was to be sent to whichever of the two needed it most. Conrad also 
believed in the offensive and did not want to wait for the Germans. 

The massive German offensive In the west started well and the troops ad¬ 
vanced through Belgium and northern France. By early September 1914 
some in the German headquarters imagined that the war in the west was won. 
On 9 September Kurt Riezler, the secretary of the chancellor, Theobald von 
Bethmann HoUweg, drew up the first plans for a new peacetime order, a list 
of war aims which embraced gains in France and Belgium, and envisaged the 
creation of a central European economic bloc dominated by Germany. But on 
the same day the German advance was stopped; the battle of the Marne proved 
a turning point. 

Although things turned out better in East Prussia with German victory at Tan- 
nenberg, they did not go so well further south. The Austro-Hungarian army was 
defeated by the Serbs as well as 1 ^ the Russians and was thrown onto the defen¬ 
sive on both fronts. Conrad von Hotzendorf blamed the Germans, the ‘secret 
enemies’, who did not arrive in time to assist him against the Russians, but his 
setbacks were largely of his own making. He was out of touch with what his army 
could achieve. Colonel Max Bauer once said of him: ‘His operational ideas were 
always broad in scc^, but unfortunate^ he overlooked the fact that the Austrian 
troops were unable to realize them.’ 

Stalemate in Autumn 1914 was a sobering experience for the Central Powers. The Marne 

autumn 1914 debacle forced Wilhelm 11 and his military cabinet to replace Mollke the 
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younger, whose nerves were shattered. His successor, Falkenhayn, failed 
in Belgium in November 1914, and realized that with military stalemate 
Germany’s longer-term perspectives looked gloomy. To Bethmann Hollweg 
he stressed the realities of a long war of attrition. Tlie Central Powers would 
be exhausted more quickly than the economically superior enemy coalition. 
He asked the chancellor to find a political solution to the conflict, suggesting 
a separate peace with Russia or France, or both, so that Germany could con¬ 
tinue the war against Britain, using submarines if necessary. Bethmann Holl- 
weg’s faith in Falkenhayn was undermined. Such a strategy meant that the 
war would not deliver any gains. Nevertheless in the following months 
German diplomacy did explore the possibility of a separate peace, especially 
with Russia. 

So from November 1914 onwards the German and Austro-Hungarian strategy 
was one of holding out as long as it took to find a political solution. Despite the 
complete stalemate between the two blocs, neither of them was ready for gen¬ 
eral peace negotiations. Two possibilities remained. The first was to tiy to con¬ 
clude a separate peace with one enemy power so as to concentrate on defeating 
the others; the second was to win new allies so as to change the balance of 
forces. Both sides pursued the second option, but it proved a double-edged 
sword. Persuading a fresh power to join the conflict required promises to win 
them over and these promises only worsened the dilemma of coalition warfare, 
since the diverging interests and war alms of the partners made any peace nego¬ 
tiation increasingly difficult. 

Tliis proved to be less of a problem for Germany and its allies than it did for the 
Entente. German war aims were, over the entire war. a much b igge r topic than 
die war aims of its main partner, Austria-Hungary; not that the Austrians had no 
designs of their own, but these were subordinated to German demands and, in 
the second half of the war, to Vienna’s desperate desire for peace. The Ottoman 
empire, wliich joined the Central Powers in November 1914, had no clear de¬ 
mands at the beginning except wanting the security of an alliance. Germany 
made no promises, not even a guarantee of territory. On the other hand, Ottoman 
intervention made peace more improbable because it encoura^d the Entente 
powers to develop increasingly extravagant plans for the partition of the Turkish 
empire. 

The Turkish army proved that it had been underestimated by both friends 
and foes. It tied down significant numbers of Allied troops and added mili¬ 
tary power to the alliance, but it was not enough to break the European 
deadlock. 

In late 1914 a deep rift opened within the German military leadership over 
the future direction of operations and the chances of victory. The heroes of 
Tannenberg, Paul von Hindenbui^ and Erich LudendoHf, who formed ‘Ober- 
osf (the supreme command on the eastern front) advocated the idea of an 
‘tJber-Tannenberg’. They favoured large enveloping manoeuvres against the 
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Rtissians, as did Coiirad von Hotzendorf. For 
both of them the Polish salient was too big 
a temptation. Conrad wanted to push ntjrth- 
eastwards, Hindenburg ajid Ludendorff 
south-eastwards. Both armies would then 
tmite east of Warsaw, so cutting off and des¬ 
troying large parts of the Russian army, 
Falkenhayn thought this to be impossible. 
He did not have the reserves necessary’ for 
such a big operation. Moreover, the Rus¬ 
sians had l^etter railway connections in this 
sector, and so they would escape encircle¬ 
ment and. if necessary, retreat into the vast- 
ness of their territories. 

Falkenhayn was trained in the Prussian 
and C^lausewitzian tradition that Russia was 
too big to be defeated. He said that a battle 
like Tamenl>erg cxiuld not be easily repeated, 
aul could see no solution to the geostrategic 
challenge of the enormity of Russian space, 
c’specially while having to fight in the west. 
Russia’s military dwtrine since 1812 held 
that only the concjuest of the entirety of 
RiKSsia c-ould force it to conclude peace. 
Falkenhavii thought that limited suc'C-esses 
agaiast the Russians were possible, but that 
RiLssia itself could not be subdued. 


The Italian 
intervention and 
the battle of 
Gorlice-Tamow 


The fact that the eastern front was not stabilized, especially in the Austro- 
Hungiuian sector, proved disastrous. Russia launched major attacks in the Car- 
[)athians. trying to force a wav into Hungary. Tlie situation on the eastern front 
affec-ted the chances of keeping Italv, the last remaining neutral Great Power, 
out of the war. The Entente wooed Rome, whQe the Central Powers, who were 
nominalK' still alUed with Italv, sought to guarantee its neutralitw An Italian 
intervention seemed likely to tip the strategic balance in Eun>pe. Rome negoti¬ 
ated with lx)tli sides. Hie Entente could offer more, at AiLstro-Hungarian expense, 
than Austria-Hungarv at its own expense was ready to gis e. So seriously did (»er- 
many take the dangers of Italy’s defection that it e\ en considered compensating 
Austria-Hungary for the loss of territors’ with some of its owm. 

On the eastern front, the situation dramatically deteriorated in March 1915. 
The Austrian stronghold of Przemysl w'as surrountled by Russian troops from 
Novemlrer 1914; reUef operations in earlv 1915 became stuck in snow and had to 
be abandoned. The fortress surrendered in Majxh 1915 and 130,000 men went 
into captisity. Historians tend to compare the international effects of this defeat 
with that of .Stalingrad in the Second World War. Falkenhayn had to act. He 
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wanted to fociLs on the west, but now he had to intervene in the east for tw'o 
reasons, first to stabilize the eastern front, and second to deter the Italians l)ecau.se 
he thought that militarv' success would lx* the best wav of forcing Italy to rethink. 

FalkenliavTi decided to solve i»th problems with a limited offensive on the eastern 
front. In cooperation with Conrad, he organized an Aiistrian-German offeicsive, 
commanded bv CJeneral Augitst von Mackensen and hLs chief of staff, Hans von 
Seeckt. A newly formed German army, tlie i ith. assisted by the Austro-Hungarian 
4th Army, attacked the Gorlice-Tamovv .sector on 2 May 1915. Tlie Rassian lines in 
the ('arpathiiuis were overstretched; the Ritssian hi^i command wus slow to reac-t 
and therefore unable to regroup or to stop the attack. Hie Russian army was forced 
to stivrt the liig retreat'. Rassia lost the entiretv’ of RiLssian Poland and tlie Ontral 
Powers entered Warsaw in August 1915. Bv' the end of 1915 RiLs.sia had suffered 
1.8 million casualties. The success of (Jorlice-Tamovv and the subsecjuent ojverations 
excteded all expectatioas. The original plan 
was limited: it was intended to free western 
(kUicia from the Russians imd advimce to the ^ 

Liipkow pass. Iirstead it hiu! escidatcxl into 
what was probabK’ the biggest militarv- victorv 
of the war: while it did not enable the Ontral 
Powers to win, it did permit them to continue 
the fight for another tliree and a luxlfyears, imd 
it was the first mightv' blow which later cviased 
Russia's c-f)llapse. 

The success in the east came too late to 
stop the Italian intervention. On 26 April 
1915 the government in Rome signed the 
Treaty of London, binding it to enter the war 
in a month's time. Italy declared war on Aiistria-Hungarv-on 23 Mav 1915- How¬ 
ever, the victorv- at Gorlice made It possible for the Central Powers to shoulder 
this additional task. Had Italv not intervened, the Russian defeat at (Jorlice-Tar- 
now would have become a perniiuient turning point in the strategic balance in 
Europe with far-reaching c-onsecjiiences for the further historv- of the w-ar. In the 
event Italy’s intervention and the success against Russia cancellerl each other out. 

That was win- Conrad and Falkenha\-n were moderate in their hour of victorv-. 

• 4 • 

Thev suggested that Russia be offered favourable peace terms, but the Tsar felt 
bound to his western allies. His gov-eniment feared their bostilih- if it c-oncluded 
a separate peace, and was warv' of dependence on an arrogant Gernianv. Fur- 
thennore it still had large war aims it wanted to realize. 


fac//)fl:The victors of the 
battle of Tannenberg, 
Paul von Hindenburg 
and his chief of staff, 
Erich Ludendorff, pose 
for their photograph 
later in the war.They 
would consolidate their 
collective reputation on 
the eastern front, but 
struggled to impose 
themselves in the west 
after 1916, when 
Hindenburg succeeded 
Falkenhayn as chief of 
the general staff. 



The body of a soldier who 
died in October 1914, 
during the 1st battle of 
Ypres.The large number 
of soldiers posted as 
missing presumed killed 
reflected deaths like this, 
suffered on a battlefield 
fought over continuously 
almost to the very end of 
the war. 


The eastern campaign in 1915 vva.s. in Falkenhavii’s eyes, a strategic gamble. In The western front 
May, while Gennan troops were fighting in Russia. 1.9 million soldiers had to con- and Gallipoli 1915 
tiiin 2.45 million British .uid French in the west. Falkenhav-n was perpetually wor¬ 
ried alxmt the situation in France. And tills was not his onlv problem. In Turkey, 
the British and the French tried to forc-e a passage through the Dardanelles. Their 
naval attack was repelled on 18 March 1915, but on 25 April Allied trcKips landed 
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The conquest of 
Serbia 1915 


The strategic 
situation at the 
end of 1915 


The attack on 
Verdun 1916 


at Gallipoli in order to master the straits from the land. The Ottomans fought with 
great courage, but their suppty sttuation was critical. German efforts to supply 
Turkey with ammunition and equipment were frustrated because Serbia controlled 
the Danube and neutral Rumaniadidnot allow the passage of war material. There¬ 
fore German leaders—the foreign ofBcs was even keener to help Turkey dian was 
the general staff—discussed other options. One was to conquer Serbia to free the 
routes to Constantinople, but for the moment Falkenhayn and Conrad agreed to 
stay focused on the Russian citation and so could not spare the troops. 

The conquest of Serbia became a real possibility in late summer 1915, when it 
seemed that Bulgaria could be persuaded to join the war on the side of the Cen¬ 
tral Powers. The Bulgarian army would give the attack the necessary strength, 
and its government could be won over, first because the military position of the 
Central Powers had improved during summer 1915, and secondly because the 
Central Powers could offer, at Serbia’s expense, more than the Entente. 

The German-Austrian-Bulgarian attack on Serbia brought another impressive 
success; the country was conquered in September and October 1915, and the 
Serbian army fled to foe Adriatic and was shipped to Salonika. Austria-Hungary 
had Rnally fulRiled its original objective in entering the war. 

By foe end of 1915 foe militaiy balance favoured die Central Powers. They had 
defeated Russia, conquered Russian Poland, stoj^ed all attacks British and French 
troops in the west, and now controlled the Balkans and the supply lines to Constan¬ 
tinople. Gallipoli was abandoned by foe Ia.st Allied trDop.s in January 1916. However, 
despite foe Central Powers’ successes, an end of foe war was still not in sight. 

How to continue? The biggest victories of 1915, the operations against Russia 
and Serbia, had been possible because of close Austro-Hungarian-German stra¬ 
tegic cooperation. That cooperation ended in late 1915 over rivalries in foe Bal¬ 
kans. Falkenhayn and Conrad made their own plans for 1916—and bofo failed. 

Falkenhayn found it difficult to plan the next steps. His idea of a separate peace, 
with Rus.sia or with France, had not worked. He still did not believe that the 
Central Powers could defeat one of the enemies decisively as long as the enemy 
coalition held together. He knew that Germany did not have the strength even 
to try. To continue attacking Russia—the strategy most feared by the Allied 
powers at the end of 1915—^would lead nowhere; the German army could not 
follow the enemy if he was willing to retreat and give up terrain. Therefore 
Falkenliayn opted for an offensive on foe western front. He chose Verdun from 
several possibilities, because he foouglit that it provided a tactically excellent 
opportunity to put foe French under unsustainable pressure. The city and 
fortress of Verdun were dose to foe German lines and situated in a valley. 
Falkenhayn planned a rapid attack to ovemm foe heights surrounding the fort¬ 
ress, position artillery on them, and so place the French in a dilemma; being 
unable to hold a fortress under intense fire from above, as Port Arthur had been 
during the Russo-Japanese War in 1904-5, they would have to give it up or try 
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to re-conquer the liills surrounding it. The first option would be a very heavy 
blow for French morale, but he thought that the second would happen: France 
would fight, literally an uphill battle, would suffer enormously, and would fail; 
Britain, to assist the wavering ally, would have to make a relief attack for whose 
defeat Falkenhayn kept troops in reserve. At the same time he wanted to re-open 
submarine warfare to put Britain under additional pressure. Bethmann Holl- 
weg, who was fearful of neutral (and especial^ American) reactions, rejected this 
aspect of the plan. All this was supposed to bring die enemies to their senses and 
to the peace table, and all this was not going to work. 

The attack on Verdun started on 21 Febniary 1916 and brought some initial suc¬ 
cesses, but the German attacking troops were not sufficient^ strong to master the 
heights and so Falkenhayn's own mistake undermined the success of his plan. The 
German and the French armies were sorai locl^ in a deadly stnig^ for possession 
oftlieliilLs surrounding Verdun. By March igifiit had become obvious that the plan 
had failed; but it was now difficult for Germany to give up its fiist successes, in¬ 
cluding the fortress of Douaumont which was captured in February 1916 and which 
was advertised in Germany as die key to Verdun. This was now the German di¬ 
lemma—the tactical impossibility of holding its ^ins and its unwillmgness to give up 
what had been conquered with heavy losses. The batde, becoming more dreadful 
and hopeless by the day, wa.s continued and fed with fresh troths in the hope of 
gaining the remaining hills and ridges, metre by metre. This murderous persistence 
was now also fuelled by the illusion that the fighting was inflicting much higher 
losses on the French than the Germans, a clear failiu'e of Cennan intelligence. 

Tlie military situation was entirely altered in late June 1916. For more than half 
a year the Allies had been preparing coordinated attacks. They had met at Chan¬ 
tilly in December 1915 to plan their strategy for 1916. They had decided to break 
the biggest military advantage of the Central Powers, which they considered to 
be their capacity to operate on ‘interior lines’: by sliifeng reserves quickly by 
railway from one front to the other, the Central Powers could respond much 
more flexibly than the Entente powers. The obvious solution was to attack on all 
fronts at once so that the Germans and Austro-Hungarians would forfeit tlie ini¬ 
tiative and also be unable to shift reserves from one front to anotiier. The hope 
was that the front would break somewhere and so the war could finally be won. 
Although the dream of decisive breakthrough lay at the heart of these plans, in 
practice tliey diverged into different and more modest directions. The prepar¬ 
ations were delayed, not least by the impart of the Verdun offensive, and a 
common attack proved to be impossible for March igi6. 

The situation changed on 4 June 1916, when General A. A. Brussilov, the 
Russian commander on the Galician front, attacked, relying more on surprise 
than on heavy and prolonged artillery bombardment. His offensive relieved the 
pressure on the Italians, against whom on 14 May Conrad had directed his main 
offensive for the year, in the Trentino, making rapid initial gains. 

Brussilov's attack proved to be a stunning success. The 4th Austro-Hungarian 
Army disintegrated, unhinging the 7th Army. The Austro- Hungarians lost around 
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200,000 men in a few days. Conrad had weakened the Russian front to send 
troops to Italy, hut he >ras also undone by skillful Russian tactics, the war-weariness 
of his troops, and the carelessness of Austrian commanders. 

Falkenhayn, already underpressure at Veixiun, had to send German troops east to 
avoid a complete Austrian breakdown. On i July 1916 the long planned Anglo- 
French olfensivebegm on the Somme. It was, from the start, a major disaster for the 
Entente; a week-kmg bombardment had not been sulEcient to knock out German 
defenders, so that German machine guns dieclffid and stopped the British advance. 
Nevertheless the pressure on the German front was enormous, and the defenders 
were especially imjnessed by Ae Ententes demonstration of material and industrial 
superiority. For the first time fears that Germaty might lose Ae war appeared in Ae 
diaries and letters of seniw German officials. Until July 1916 Ae strategic question 
had been victory or stalemate; rrow it seeirted to be stalemate or defeat. 

These events could have been interpreted in a totally Afferent way. Despite 
Ae enormous material superiority of Ae British and French, Ae battle of the 
Somme was a German success. The revisionist historians, who emphasize the 
late and minor Entente successes in the Somme battle, or who speak of a 
'learning curve' in tlie British army during and after it. cannot escape Ae fact 
Aat the offensive wa.s a bloody failure. Tlte western front remained firm and 
Aere was no chance of a strategic breakthrough. A Afferent picture emerged on 
Ae eastern front, where entire Austrian armies disintegrated under Russian 
pressure, and where the Russian advance was only slowly halted. 

The Brussilov offensive and the attack on Ae Somme failed to achieve Aeir 
strategic objective—Ae defeat of the Central Powers. Germany and Austria- 
Hungary won a defensive victory of enormous magnitude, stopping the attacks 
m the east and west. Moreover, at the end of August 1916 Romania had entered 
Ae war. The government in Bucharest thought that Austria-Hungary was fin¬ 
ished and wanted to secure its aims at Hungarian e:q)ense. But the Central 
Powers were able to strike back; all four countries declared war on Romania and 
attacked from Hungary and Bulgaria. Tlie Romanian high command shuttled 
troops from one front to Ae oAer, but was not able to stop the advance on 
eiAer, and on 6 December 1916 the Central Powers entered Bucharest. 


The situation in 
late 1916—^the 
peace offer of Ae 
Central Powers, 
growing despair, 
and submarine 
warfare 


The year 1916 therefore finished wiA another stunning mihtary success for the 
Central Powers. iTiey used Ae opportunity to make a peace offer to Ae Entente 
powers but it was rejected. 

The events of the summer and autumn of 1916 had shown Aat the entire 
forces of Ae Entente, even when coorAnated, were not sufficient to overrun the 
Central Powers; not even the intervention of Romania had made a difference. 
Instead, by its defeat, Romania provided essential raw materials, so easing their 
Are economic situation. 

There was anotlier side to Ae situation in late 1916. The Central Powers paid 
for their mAtary success wiA a feeling of deep eAaustion and an awareness of 
Aeir material inequality which overshadowed any feeling of triumph. Even 
worse, Ae emergencies of summer 1916 had seduced Ae Central Powers into 
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radicalizing their methods of warfare. One step in this dir«;tion had been to 
shut the door on a separate peace with Russia in autumn 1916. Russia's rejection 
of Germany’s earlier offers, as well as the growing feeling of desperation, fed the 
idea of recruiting a Polish army to fight against Russia. Ewn Napoleon had hesi¬ 
tated to play the Polish card’ in 1812, because it would rule out any compromise 
with Russia. In October 1916 the Central Powers proclaimed the foundation of 
a Polish kingdom, but too many questions, among them the future of the Polish 
territories ruled by Germany and Austria-Hungry, remained undecided. Few 
Poles volunteered. However, now the Polish question was on the table, so com¬ 
plicating immensely any further peace negotiations with Russia. 

The radicalization was felt also in another and even more decisive contert. The 
British blockade, in combination with the loss of agricultural manpower, the lack 
of fertilizers, and a poor harvest, had led to catastrophic shortages of food in the 
Central Powers. It looked as if they might win on the battlefield but be defeated 
by starvation. The winter of 1916-17, the so-caDed ‘turnip winter’, saw rations in 
Germany fall to 800 calories a day. The situation in Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, 
and Turkey was even worse; in some areas ctf die Ottoman empire there was real 
starvation. The food shortage did not hit all regions in the same way—it was more 
critical in large cities than in the countryside—hut tlie overall picture was disas¬ 
trous. The Chief of the Imperial Military Cabinet, General Moriz von Lyncker, 
wrote on 2 October 1916 that ‘The overall situation is generally considered as 
being very serious. Our manpower is not unlimited and the domestic situation is 
quite bad. The food situation is always more difficult. In any event this is the last 
winter we can hold out. In reality only a miracle can save us. We cannot wage 
submarine warfare because this would mean war with America, Holland and 
Denmark. We cannot do that. Wliat are all the victories for, if none of our enemies 
is fully defeated? Maybe we can defeat Romania; then we get also some grain. 
Austria looks very bad, they are close to cdlapse, both intemaUy and because of 
food. All these are secret dioughfs; nobody here speaks openly like that.’ This was 
the mood of the German leadership when it made the decision which lost it the 
war; the declaration of unlimited submarine warfare. 

Submarines had been used a^nst British merchant shipping from the start of 
the war, but the British quickly armed their ships and therefore it was dangerous 
for submarines to stop and search them. The German Admiralty thought that the 
answer was to enable submarines to torpedo ships from underwater without 
warning, so breaching international law. In February 1915 Germany declared the 
sea around Britain to be a war zone, meaning diat any ship in the zone could be 
sunk. In one sense this was retaliation for Britain’s illegal declaration that the 
entire North Sea was a war zone, but there was a difference; the Royal Navy 
could control the North Sea and blockade it, but the Germans could not blockade 
the British Isles because it had too few submarines to do so. One of the aims of 
submarine warfare was to scare neutral shipping away from Britain. After the 
sinking of the Lusitania and harsh American protests, submarine warfare had 
been suspended in August 1915. The army and navy had wanted to revert to 
‘unrestricted submarine warfare’ ever since. The Admiralty insisted stubbornly 
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that only the sinking of ships without warning promised success, although the 
practice showed that submarines wdiich followed the rules of ‘cruiser warfare’ 
were reasonably effective as well as politically much less dangerous. The Chan¬ 
cellor and the Foreign Office rejected the radicalization of submarine warfare for 
very good reason; they wanted to keep the USA and other neutrals out of tlie war. 
Bethmann HolKvegs position was weal^ned when Falkenhayn was replaced in 
August igiBby HindenburgandLudendorff. Both very quickly joined the Chief 
of the Admiralty Staff, Henning von HcJtzendorff, in his crusade for unlimited 
submarine warfare. Holtzendorff promised that the now numerically stronger 
submarine fleet would deliver rapid results and that unrestricted submarine war¬ 
fare could force Great Britain to sue for peace widiin months. 

The crucial questicm was the attitude of the USA. Nobody in the German lead¬ 
ership, not even HcJtzendorff. wanted war with America. But the proponents 
of unrestricted submarine warfare had several arguments on their side. They 
argued that the USA was a malevolent neutral who delivered weapons to 
Germany’s enemies. Tlrey said further that the intervention of the USA in tlie war 
would not make much difference, since the Americans would not fuUy commit 
themselves. Even notorious pessimists, like tlie Bavarian Crown Prince Rupp- 
recht, an army group commander on the western front, thought that the worst 
that could happen would he that the Americans would send an army of 500,000 
men to France. Others opUmisdcaUy believed that the Americans would not get 
an army to Europe before the war would be won by Germany. Some, like Luden- 
dorff, even said that they did not ‘give a damn' for the USA, although they were 
a minority in January 1917. Lyncker’s comments show that the declaration of un¬ 
limited submarine warfare on 1 February 1917 was a step taken out of desper¬ 
ation, not of militaristic hubris. On 26 January 1917 he wrote,The freezing 
temperatures continue, and the suffering becomes greater everywhere; every¬ 
thing is lacking. It is absolutely imperative to end the war soon. But how? Sub¬ 
marine warfare will come: will It have success? Nobody knows it. It is a jump into 
the dark. We have to risk it.’ 

1 February 
1917—the day the 
Central Powers 
lost the War 


1 February 1917 was the day on which the Central Powers lost the war. Without 
the intervention of the USA an AUied victory would have been unlikely. Russia 
started to drop out of the war after the first revolution in March 1917 and the 
French army underwent a serious crisis of morale in the summer. The Central 
Powers could not have won the wrair either, because they were completely ex¬ 
hausted. The fi^tingwouldprobab^ have ended in a compromise peace, as the 
logical and natural outcome of the European stalemate. That was the solution 
proposed by the Central Powers in December 1916 and by tlie Gennan 
Reichstag in July 1917. The obstacle to peace was the uncompromising attitude 
of the Entente. Their faidi in victory would have been shattered if the United 
States had not taken the place of Russia after it had withdrawn from the war. 


38 



CHAPTER 3 


Manoeuvre Warfare: 
The Eastern and 
Western Fronts, 
1914-1915 



DENNIS E. SHOWALTER 


A ll of the contiiientiil powers’ war pUins depeiiclecl on precision and speed. 
All were predicated on inanoeiivTe: constant offensives at strategic, oper¬ 
ational. and tacticiil les'els. But onlv Gennanys involved the deliberate 
violation of the neutrality of neiglibouring states. To avoid a headlong rush 
agiiinst French fortifications designed to channel such attacks into killing zones, 
the German army had developed in the Schlieffen Plan tlie concept of a heavily 
weighted ‘right hook' through the Low Countries. The subsequent decision that 
the NetherlancLs were more useful as a window to the world than a highway to 
France made rapid passage through Belgium even more important. 

The key to Belgium was the fortress of Liege, regarded as one of the strongest 
defence systems in Europe. German plans calletl for stonning the works widiin 
forty-eight hours. Instead, the overconfident and inexperienced CJermans 
required ten days and a dozen heavy siege howitzers. Austrian 30.5-cm. pieces, 
and Krupp-designed 42-cm. ‘Big Berthas’ to complete tlieir victory and clear the 
way for the main advance. 


The battles of the 
frontiers 
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Ludwig Meidner had 
depicted future war in 
his pictures in 1913; this 
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theTrench', completed 
as early as August 1914 
and showing German 
infantry on the attack, 
bears testimony to the 
realism of his 
imaginings. 



Tliree armies, no fewer than sixteen corps, swept across Belgium. They met 
scattered resistance from rearguards and local forces. They responded by vig¬ 
orous use of threats and reprisals. The Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1 liad dem¬ 
onstrated the efTectiveness of partisan warfare and convinced the CJenniui army 
that the best countermeiisures were stem ones. The advance left in its wake a 
trail of burned villages and executed civilians. The destruction on 26 August of 
much of the city of Louvain in response to alleged partisan activity did much to 
brand the Gemians as ‘Huns’ in the eves of their enemies—and of neutral states 
as well. In TidlevTand’s words it was worse than a crime. It was a mistake. 

As the (Jerman right hook swung through Belgium, France thnist towards its 
enemy’s armpit. Pkui X\TI, developed in its final pre-war form by Joseph Joffre, 
assumed the Germans would invade Belgium but would overextend tliemselves 
in die process. Plan X\’II determined France’s concentration, luid not its strategy. 
Joffre proposed to deplovvirtuallv France’s entire mobilizetl strength, organized 
in five armies, along the eastern French frontier. If the Germans violated Bel¬ 
gian neutrality; as expected, three armies would .swing north-east and meet them 
there. Should Germany come straight ahead, the primary French axis of advance 
would instead be on either side of the Metz-Thionville fortifications. 

The plan’s most serious weakness was its positioning of almost three-quarters 
of the army south of N'enlun. Given the offensive emphasis of French doctrine, 
that deplovment set the stage for an early invasion of Alsace-Lorraine. Whatever 
the symbolic importance of the.se provinces detached from France in 1871, they 
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were a strategic blind alley. Nevertheless, when on 4 August the French received 
definite information that Belgium was under attack, Joffre ordered a full-scale 
offensive into Lorraine. His intention was for this initiative to fix the German left 
and draw their strategic reserves south while his three northern armies drove 
into Belgium and Luxembourg, across the presumed axis of a German advance 
now stripped of support. 

French movements were initially characterized by tactical dash and oper¬ 
ational caution. To encourage the rest’ Joffre began a policy of ruthlessly relieving 
brigade, division, and corps commanders who lacked aggressiveness. By the first 
week in September, no fewer than fifty French general officers were on their 
way to rear areas. This ‘hecatomb’ was in good part a product of an exponential 
increase in the pace and stress of operations. From battalions upward, com¬ 
manders and their staffs were kept often literally at ten minutes' notice on a 
twenty-four-hour basis. Physical and emotional exhaustion was a common result 
in all armies. The British Expeditionary Force would lose one of its corps com¬ 
manders to a heart attack on 17 August—another example of a phenomenon 
that may have contributed as much as more measurable materi^ factors to the 
general failure to translate peacetime plans into battlefield victories. 

Despite a spectrum of expected and unexpected difficulties, the French 1st 
and 2nd Armies continued to advance into Lorraine against light resistance. The 
two German artnies confronting them were outnumbered. Their assigned role 
in the Schlieffen Plan was to draw French troops and French attention from the 
main advance. The German chief of staff, Helmuth von Moltke, was no longer 
sure this applied. By mid-August there were no clear signs of major French 
movements to confront the thrust through Belgium. Might it be possible that 
Joffre was in fact planning his main offensive through the Vosges mountains and 
direcdy towards the Rhine? 

As important as Moltke’s own doubts was the confidence of the 6th Army’s 
commander, Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, that he could attack success¬ 
fully in his sector with the troops at his disposal. Moltke was dubious until on 
20 August the French came up against the main German positions around 
Morhange and Sarrebourg. Their infantry went in with tlie bayonet, and were 
chopped down in ranks by rifle, machine gun, and artillery fire. Witliin two days 
the Germans drove them back more than 15 miles. 

As the isl and 2nd Armies fell back from Morhange, the French 3rd and 4th 
Armies drove into the Ardennes with the mission of breaking through the 
German centre. On 21 August French advance guards entered some of the most 
difficult terrain in western Europe. Columns lost touch with each other. Neither 
cavalry nor aircraft could supply systematic intelligence of German strength and 
movements. Opposite the French, the German 4th and 5th Armies were slightly 
better off They expected a fight. Their cavaliy was stronger and more aggressive 
than its French opposition. Nevertheless there was little to choose in terms of 
surprise when the armies began stumbling into each other on 22 August. In a 
series of encounter battles whose ferocity exacerbated by the cbse terrain, 
German tactical superiority gave them a general advantage just sufficient to 
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The ‘miracle’ of 
the Marne 


overcome French elan. French artillerv found it difficult to deploy from the 
narrow roads, with the restilt that too many infantrs’ attacks were unsupported. 
Heavy losses, especially in field and company officers, demoralized the sur¬ 
vivors, in some cases to the point of pajiic. 

Joffre responded b\’ trarling space for lime, ordering a retreat from the Ardennes 
for the purpose of slopping a CJerman right wing that hy 25 August was posing a 
threat to Paris itself The French 5th Ann\' had deployed along Belgium’s 
southern bonier, with the British Expeditionarv’ Force, at first only four divisions 
strong, coming up on its left. The sth’s c-ommander. CJeneral ('harles Lanrezac, 
wa,s arguahly the best of Franc-e's peacetime generals, widely respected for hi.s 
operational insight and wideK’ feared for his acid tongue. In the fii'st two weeks 
of August his intelligence service developed an accurate and alarming picture of 
German strengths and movements in the slh Armv ’s zone of responsibility. Not 
until 18 August, however. di<l Jofl're order an advance into Belgium. Even then 
he continued to underestimate the extent of the (Jerman advance. Lanrezac was 
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correspondingly worried about his increasingly e]^x>sed left flank. His anxieties 
were not alleviated by the apparent cluelessness of BEF commander Sir John 
French, who in Lanrezacs mind appeared to have no idea what he and liis men 
were supposed to do. 

Meanwhile the German ist, and, and 3rd Annies scythed through a Belgium 
whose surviving forces had got out of harm s w£^ by withdrawing to the coastal 
fortress of Antwerp. On 21 August the French 5lh and German 2nd Armies met 
along the line of the Sambre river. The Germans forced a passage on a 6-mile 
front; the French commanders on die spot mounted counterattacks, against 
Lanrezac s original intention not to fight the land of forward battle Uiat proved 
so costly in the Argonne. Once again lack of control above battalion level com¬ 
bined with poor infantry—artillery co-ordination to stop the French in their 
tracks. The Germans, however, were unable to do more than push the 5th Army 
backward. Further north around Mons, on 23 August the BEF conducted a 
seminar on firepower for Alexander von Klucks 1st Army. British riflemen able 
to deliver fifteen aimed rounds a minute from improvised defences staggered 
the Germans and held the field at days end. They could not keep it. Threatened 
on both flanks the British joined their allies in what came to be known as the 
Great Retreat. 

By 25 August, both Joffre and Moltke were in the process of agonizing 
reappraisals. The fog of war did not prevent Joffre from realizing three things. 
French offensives had been checked all along the line. German forces were 
stronger by far than anticipated. And they were extended much further to the 
north than Joffre had expected. On the other hand the French had suffered 
unheard-of casualties, over 300,000 in less than two weeks, without breaking. 
This came as something of a surprise to professionals who had openly doubted 
die ability of hastily mobilized civilians to endure such a hammering. French 
armies might be retreating, but they were falling back on their own depots and 
lines of communications. Joffre took advantage of these situations to begin shifting 
troops to his left flank, eventually creating an entire new army, the 6th, to extend 
the allied line west of the BEF. No less important, Joffre maintained and exag¬ 
gerated his normal imperturbability. Perhaps better dian any of his counterparts 
in high command, he recognized that modem armies were bludgeons, not ra¬ 
piers. They could not respond prompdy even to such threats as the German 
drive through Belgium. In that context arguably the worst thing someone in Jof¬ 
fre’s position could do was manifest anxiety and risk its downward spread. 

An opposite mood prevailed in die German supreme headquarters. Estab¬ 
lished at Koblenz for the sake of communications, it vrais instead losing touch 
with its increasingly far-flung armies. Apart from the fragmentary nature of the 
information provided by telephone and courier, the German command system 
encouraged subordinates on the spot to take the initiative. The initial succes.s of 
Rupprecht’s counter-attacks in Lorraine led die Bas^irian prince to seek permis¬ 
sion to expand them into a general offensive. On 22 August Moltke agreed. 

His decision has been generally excoriated as a product of sanity and indeci¬ 
sion. By seeking victory all along the front, critics argued, Moltke diffused 


Facing-. This 
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German forces that to begin with had no great margin of superiority. On the 
other hand it was part of the German approach to war to reinforce success, 
taking advantage of developing opportunities and expanding tactical victories 
into operational ones. Breakthrough in Lorraine might set the stage for a true 
Cannae, a double envelopment of the French army—something beyond the 
dreams of SchlielTen himself. More serious in the long run would prove Moltke’s 
pattern of detaching forces from his right wing for mopping-up operations. His 
army commanders, however, did not seem to need more men. Even the 
detacliing of two fuD corps for the eastern front on 26 August, against the advice 
of the chief of staff for that dreatre, met no protests or questions. 

None seemed necessary. A corps of the BEF, pressed hard by Kluck, stood at 
bay on 26 August and bloodied German noses at Le Gateau, but this was no 
more than a reargnard fight. To relieve pressure on the British Joffre ordered 
Lanrezac to mount a counter-attack, but the battle of Guise on 29 August was no 
more than a riposte. With the roads to Paris apparently wide open, on 30 August 
German supreme headquarters moved forward to Luxembourg. This relocation 
disrupted already-shaky communications in an increasingly fluid situation. Rup- 
precht's offensive had been checked within days by desperate French 
counter-attacks. On die Germans’ other wing Kluck altered his line of advance. 
Instead of moving to envelop Paris, the 1st Army turned south-east in direct 
pursuit of the French sth Army and the British. Moltke approved this as fully in 
accord with the Schlieffen Plan’s emphasis on destroying the enemy’s principal 
field forces. On 2 September, however, he ordered Kluck also to drop a bit 
behind Karl von Billow’s 2nd Army and establish a flank against whatever threat 
the French might muster from around Paris. 

Kluck saw this as a map-driven contradiction. His leading elements were well 
ahead of Billow’s, and the best way of deciding the campaign seemed to be to 
press forward. Kluck compromised, sending three of the 1st Army’s corps 
south-east after the allies and leaving two, with most of liis cavalry, to face Paris. 
Meanwhile die French were turning at bay. To lose Paris was to lose the war. 
Joffre proposed to tlirow everything he could bring to bear at the tactical centre, 
Billow’s 2nd Army. The main attack would be supported by a secondary offen¬ 
sive mounted from Paris by the improvised 6th Army. Moltke, increasingly 
aware of the latter possibility, responded on the evening of 4 September by 
ordering both isl and 2nd Armies to halt their southward advance and prepare 
to face west to meet this new threat. 

Kluck felt himself in the position of a man who, stumbling while running 
down a hill, is told to recover his balance by slowing his pace. Initially he con¬ 
tinued his original movement. During 5 September, however, he received a 
message from the 2nd Army to the effect that the threat from Paris was far more 
serious than Kluck believed. The 1st Army’s commander began by preparing to 
turn west, as originally ordered. But for the first time in the campaign, the Ger¬ 
mans had lost the initiative. On die 5th, forward elements of the 6th French 
Army struck the ist Army’s flank. By the next day a full-scale encounter battle 
had developed along the Ourcq river. Kluck marched to the sound of the guns. 


44 



MANOEUVRE \WARFARE 



Bv 7 September, most of the ist Aniu' was eitlier engaged in the new sector or 
on the way towanls it. As a result, a 30-mile gap emerged between Khick and 
Billow, wliose worn-out men were unable to break tlirough the French on their 
front despite some significant local .sncces.ses. Into that gap mo\ed the BEF and 
the 5th Army, the latterbvnowunder a new commander. Experienc'e had taught 
lessons. Both allies advanced cautiously into what might pros e just another tac¬ 
tical killing gnmnd. But Biilow, himself bv now exliaiisted, belies ed retreat liis 
best option. Moltke dispatched his chief of intelligence, Lieutenant (Colonel 
Hentsch. as his representative with oral authorits' to sort out the situation. 
Hentsch too recommentled retreat. On 9 September the 2nd Armv began v\ith- 
drawing to the north. Kliick still wiuitetl to fight it out. But his men were ssorn 
out. and when casaliy and ainnen reported British troops on the 1st Army’s 
opcMi left flimk, e\en Kluck agreed that it was time to regroup anti recalculate. 
The battle of the Manie was over. 

Within days voic-es on both sides of the line highlighted missed opportunities. 
Victory might have rested with the Reich, German detractors argued, had 
Moltke possessed a firmer grip or a clearer \ision; or had Kluck and Biilow lieen 
wilUng to mount one more attack aimed at ending the stalemate before Paris. 
From the allied side, as the war turned to stalemate critics bewailed the failure 
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to take advantage of the kind of gap whose opening later required the sacrifice 
of tens of thousands of lives. Had the British moved a litde faster, had French 
generals been willing to trust elan and cran one more time, the war might indeed 
have ended before the leaves feU. 

The limits of both perspectives are clear in retrospect. Well before the Marne 
was fought the German right wings initial advantages in numbers and position 
had been steadily dechning. Men and officers unaccustomed to the levels of 
exertion demanded by Schlieffens grand design suffered from physical fatigue, 
emotional stress, and dulled wits to degrees making briUiant tactical or oper¬ 
ational initiatives unlikely. Etoh had the ist and 2nd Armies won their imme¬ 
diate battle, another allied retreat would liave been more likely than the dramatic 
destruction of the French 5th Army and/or the BEF. On the other hand, fighting 
it out along the Marne carried a significant risk of having to extricate the 1st and 
and Armies from isolation—without any readily deployable reserve to imple¬ 
ment the operation. 

Allied movements were retarded by inertia, doubt, and not least by skilful German 
rearguards. Exacerbating tliese factors was die damage done to botli French and 
British infra.stnictures earlier in the campaign. Casudties and dismissals had dis¬ 
rupted relationships at all levels of command from army corps to companies. The 
tenuousness of allied movements during September was correspondingly predict¬ 
able. Nor were the Germans any more enterprising. The so-called ‘Race to the 
Sea' that ended in mid-October was more of a crawl, with both adversaries throw¬ 
ing a series of short jabs by redeploying troops from their now-quiescent southern 
and central fronts to each other's northern flanks. Tliese initiatives were stifled by 
numerical weakness. lack of manceuvring room, and not least by modified tactics. 
Soldiers on both sides were throwing away the book by digging in, replacing 
manoeuvre with fire, and letting the enemy take the risks of attacking. These 
changes, seldom reported in detail to higher headquarters concerned with win¬ 
ning the war 1 ^ Christmas, were no less effective for being unofficial. 

As the Germans finally reached the Channel, Erich von Falkenhayn, who de 
facto replaced die discredited Moltke as chief of staff on 14 September, decided 
on one more try. From 20 October to 24 November the Germans mounted a 
series of frontal attacks in northern Belgium across terrain flooded when it was 
not featureless. A heroic resistance that virtually destroyed the original BEF 
slopped the Germans in front of Ypres. Yet even had the offensive succeeded in 
breaking through the attenuated aUied defences, Falkenhayn had no clear sense 
of what should happen once his armies reached open country. Wthin four 
months of die war’s outbreak mobile operations in the west had been trans¬ 
formed from means to strategic ends to ends in diemselves. 

The Great War’s opening rounds on the eastern front reflected the insecurities 
of die principal combatants. Germany and Austria had long considered a joint 
offensive against the Russians. Well before 1914, however, it was clear at least 
in Berlin that Germany lacl^d the disposable resources to pursue offensive 
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operations on two fronts. Given the necessity of choice France was more vulner¬ 
able to a paralysing first strike than a Ru.ssian empire protected as much by its 
disorganization as by its distances. German war plans correspondingly called for 
a holding operation by minimum forces—a dozen or so di\lsions, most of them 
in the exposed province of East Prussia—until victory against France made pos¬ 
sible the settling of accounts with Russia. 

Austro-Hungarian strategv’ was shaped by Chief of Staff Conrad von Hotzen- 
dorTs desire to provide for a two-front war involving Russia in the east and Italy 
or the Slavic states of the Balkans in the south. The Dual Monarchy’s final 
mobilization plan divided the anny into three parts. Eight divisions were to de¬ 
ploy against Serbia, twenty-eight against Russia. The remaining tvvelve might be 
considered either a .swing force or a strategic reserve, to be deployed where the 
need was greatest. They would spend the war's crucial first weeks shuttling from 
one theatre to tlve otlier, and being nowhere at the right lime. 

Austrian apologists have made much of Gennany's initial refusal to attack 
eastward in support of Austria. In fact tlie weakivess of Austria’s forces made 
offensive operations imperative no matter what the Germans did. Failing to 
maintiiin the initiative, so allowing the Russians to complete their concentration 
and choose their lines of advance, meant a risk approaching c-ertainty of being 
overrun in the field or trapped in the fortress systems of Lvov and PrzemySl. In 
the aftermath of a humiliating and une.xpected defeat at the hands of the Serbs, 
four Habsburg armies I'Jegan their inarch into Rus.sian Poland on i8 August. 
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Tannenberg 


Austrian defeats 
in Galicia 


Russia for its part has preferred to present itself as a victim of its French ally’s 
demands for an offensive as soon as possible. In fact Russia’s grand-strategic 
situation objectively favoured such an c^ration. Since under no circumstances 
could Russia fight Germany aod Austria alone, its most prudent course was to 
take risks at the war’s beginning to make sure that France would be neither 
overrun nor crippled. The onfy pre-war question was whether that offensive 
should be mounted against Germany or Austria. In the event there seemed 
ample strength available to pursue both options—^particularly since the forces 
designated for deployment against Germany ultimately comprised thirty divi¬ 
sions. If almost 500 battalions could not be risked against the Kaiser’s military 
leftovers, then the Russian empire was as good as doomed in any case. 

Russia’s war plan against Germany involved sending two armies into the East 
Prussian salient, one advancing west across the Niemen river and the otlier 
south-west from Russian Poland. Their missions were to destroy the German 
forces in the field, pinch East Prussia off from the body of Germany, and thereby 
create conditions for a direct thrust into the Second Empire. The plan seemed 
well on its way to success when German senior officers panicked after a local 
defeat on 20 August. Tlie commanders of the Russian 1st and 2nd Armies, how¬ 
ever, failed either to co-ordinate their movements or to press their advantage. 
Moltke replaced the 8th Army’s commander witli a retired general, Paul von 
Hindenburg, and assigned Erich LudendorfT, one of the general staffs best 
brains, as his chief of staff. Arriving in the theatre on 23 August, they imple¬ 
mented plans already drafted by their new subordinates for concentrating 
against the 2nd Army to the south. After five days' hard fighting 50,000 Russians 
were dead or wounded, 90,000 more were prisoners, and Germany had its first 
heroes of the Great War. 

Hindenburg and LudendoHT fdiowed up their triumph by routing the Russian 
1st Army in the battle of the Masurian Lakes with the aid of the reinforcements 
provided by Moltke. But both operations, despite their scale, were no more than 
local victories. Any chance for exploiting them vanished when the Germans were 
instead constraint to support an alty that had marched into catastrophe. 

The Russian high command had anticipated Austrian intentions and proposed 
to counter by deploying two armies north of Galicia and two more on the 
south-eastern Russo-Austrian frontier, then drive forward, envelop both Habs- 
burg flanks, and cut off their lines of retreat. Cavalry and air reconnaissance 
provided little useful information to either side. Local successes on his left 
encouraged Conrad to press forward there w^le neglecting the threat to his 
right. Taken surprise, his 3rd Army was routed south-east of Lvov on 26—7 
August. The 2nd Army, still detraining and deploying, could provide little direct 
support. The offensive in the north sras halted when on 4 September the 
Russians in that sector mounted a counter-attack. 

Conrad nevertheless, in contrast to German behaviour at the Marne, proposed 
to take the fight to the Russians by attacking. As the armies grappled, the front 
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bec-ame chariicterized evei\‘where by miitiially expos«l rears and niutiialK’ vulner¬ 
able Riuiks. Victor)’, Conrad reasoned, would go to the side first able to impose its 
will on events. But Conrads tool broke in his hands. Initially the Austriajis, what¬ 
ever their ethnic identitv; fought haitl and well. After tliree weeks of iinpiinilleled 
exertion the men were exliaustetl, their officers confirsed. There were too many 
Russians in too lUiuiy pkices. By 11 September, even Conrad perceived retreat as 
the only alternative to encircleiuent and anniliilatiou. A quarter of a inilLon of his 
men were dead or wounded. Another hundred thousand were prisoners. Wnston 
Cihurchills conclusion that Conrad broke his iuinv’s heiut and used it up in three 
weeks is an appropriate epitaph for Austria-Hungaiy’s end as a great power. 

Hindenlnirg and LudendorfT responded by using the Gennan railway network 
to redeploy four corps from Pnissia into Poznan, then attack into the Russian 
rear towards Warsaw. This time, however, the Russians fell back, rec'oncen- 
trated, c-oiinter-attacked, and cut off an entire corps. The Germans fought their 
way out, but were satisfied enough, as winter put an end to large-scale oper¬ 
ations, to have eased the immediate pressure on AiLstria. 

The victors of Tannenberg still accepted the premise that the war would he 
decided in the west. Yet thev could hardly avoid speculating what might be 
achieved in the east with just slightly stronger forces, ^\^len Conrad proposed a 
major Austrian offensive north-east from tlie CarpathiaiLS, Ludendorff supported 
this idea less for its intrinsic merits than as a means to secure CJerman reinforce¬ 
ments for the eastern front. 
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Falkenhayn was less sanguine. He regarded Britain as Germany’s most 
dangerous enemy and believed France could be held in check only as long as 
Germany maintained its forward position on the western front. As early as 
mid-November of 1914 he concluded that Germany could no longer defeat 
the Entente by military means. German conquests in the west had been too 
small to convince the losers that there was no alternative to making peace, 
and too large for France or Britain to risk negotiations without an effort to 
redress the situation by force. The probabk result was the kind of attritional 
war that two generations of planners had insisted Germany could not win. 
Russia, however, might be susceptible to peace offers—particularly if given a 
bloody nose as a preliminary. 

In the event the joint German-Austrian offensive of January 1915 achieved no 
more than initial local successes. Newdy raised German units suffered heavy 
losses in the broken terrain of Masuria. In the Austrian sector three-quarters of 
a million men became casualbes or disappeared in the Carpathian Mountains. 
By the end of March massive Russian counter-attacks were encouraging allied 
hopes of a victory parade through Budapest. 

This was manoeuvre warfare from the wrong side of the line. Its successes led 
Falkenhayn to decide in late Marcli that Germany's least worst option involved 
mounting another offensive In the east. Austria could not be allowed to collapse. 
German efforts to preserve Italian neutrality were being checked and mated by 
allied promises. The appeal of those promises was in turn enhanced by Austria’s 
refusal of concessions in either the Mediterranean or the Balkans—concessions 
the Dual Monarchy was at present too weak to consider making. There was no 
time for grand combinations. Nor was Falkenhayn comfortable weakening a 
western front he still regarded as the vital theatre. Were German aid too gen¬ 
erous, moreover, Austria might well continue its policy of intransigence through 
weakness, blackmailing Germany by implying a threat to collapse. Falkenliayn 
sent eight divisions east to provide the nucleus for a limited breakthrough oper¬ 
ation in central Poland- On 2 May the newdy formed 11th German Army, nom¬ 
inally under Austrian command, tore open the front on a 40-mile sector between 
the Galician towns of Gorlice and Tamow. Une;q)ectedly the Russians snapped. 
Lxjcal retreats interfaced and multiplied- By the third week of June a quarter of 
a million Russians had surrendered. Hundreds of thousands more were dead or 
wounded. The army’s peacetime cadres of officers and NCOs had been virtually 
destroyed: its deployable reserves o( materiel virtually exliausted. Nevertheless 
the east was still giving nrrthing back—at least in the short term. 

The spring 1915 
offensives in 
the west 


In the aftermath of first Ypres the western front was stalemated but not stagnant. 
Despite over 800,000 casualties in die war's first four months, the French army 
and the French ^wemment were viscerally committed to recovering their occu¬ 
pied territory as quickly as possible. Britain’s initial hope of limiting its contin¬ 
ental involvement give w^ to a decision to raise the first mass army in its history 
and make its primary effort across the Channel. The often-sentimentalized 
Ghristmas truce of 1914 was no more than a jrause in a counter-attack that began 
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on 20 December with a major French oflensive in Champagne. The operation 
continued on and off for three months with prototypical results: local gains at 
high costs. A BEF reconstituted from old reservists, young recruits, and units 
redeployed from the empire replicated die French ei^erience on lo March at 
Neuve Chapelle. 

When evaluating their respective achievements, however, both allied armies 
concluded that, with incremental improvements in tactics and techniques, a few 
more men, and a little more artillery, it would be possible to break through the 
German positions as well as break into them. Joffie plarmed a full-scale attack 
with British support for May in the Artois sector. The Germans were sufficiently 
concerned at that prospect to mount a pre-emptive strike in Flanders. 

The second battle of Ypres was not a product of vaulting strategic ambition. 
F alkenhayn sought to throw the allies off balance and camouflage the withdrawal 
of troops for the Russian theatre. The fighting of 1914 had created a salient 
around Ypres whose elimination would tidy the German lines and whose reten¬ 
tion would draw allied troops into a convenient killing ground. As part of the 
operation Falkenhayn authorized the use ofa new weapon, chlorine gas. He was 
not, however, particularly optimistic regarding its prospects. And in fact the gas 
clouds did not prove harbingers of a breakthrough. The suicidal resistance of the 
green 1st Canadian Division blocked the German advance just long enough for 
reserves to reach the front. They in turn were expended in a series of improvised 
counter-attacks that bled the ‘second BEF’ almost white. 

The allies achieved notliing of significance in a fresh series of attacks in May 
and June, this time against increasingly sophisticated German defences on Vimy 
Ridge and around Festubert. Instead they exhausted their ready reserves of am¬ 
munition and their available pool of replacements. Until the factories could 
keep the guns supplied and the training camps and hospitals furnish more ‘bay¬ 
onets’, offensive operations in the west were suspended. 


Between late September and early November, Joffre mounted another series of 
frontal attacks in Ghampagne. Further north the BEF, now freshened by the 
arrival of the first divisions of the ‘new army’ created by Earl Kitchener, struck 
the Germans at Lx)os with the aid of poison gas. The results in both sectors were 
heavy losses with no commensurate gains. The Germans suffered as well, but 
were by this time beginning to revamp their tartics, moving towards the com¬ 
bination of strong forward positions and prompt counter-attacks that would 
dominate later western battlefields. The allies for their part were victimized by 
a constandy interrupted learning cnrve. Even their ostensibly experienced for¬ 
mations were increasingly manned and led by men unprepared at their levels of 
responsibility for the conditions they faced. And so many died in the process of 
gaining relevant experience that the process of transmitting lessons to the next 
batdefield generation remained haphazard. 

The final effort to break the Great War’s stalemate came from the Germans. 
Hopes that Gorlice-Tamow miglit be the first step to a ne^jtiated separate peace 
foundered on Russian dreams and Franco-British promises. Austro-German 


Autumn 1915 


51 



DENNIS E. SHOWALTER 


The First World War saw 
the final appearance 
of the 'realistic' sketch 
art that had been the 
feature of war reporting 
since the Crimea.This 
depiction of an early 
'cloud gas' attack in 1915 
nevertheless conveys to 
readers of The Sphere 
something of what it 
was like to drown as 
seared lungs filled with 
fluid- An early counter¬ 
measure involved urin¬ 
ating on a handkerchief, 
then breathing through 
the cloth until the gas 
dispersed. 
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armies continued their athance into Russia, reaching a line from Riga in the 
north to Czemowitz in the south by late Septemlier. But the tsarist empire, 
more even than the other combatants, had invested too much of its domestic 
legitimacv to risk considering anything like the status quo ante bellum. Bulgar¬ 
ia’s joining the Central Powers on 6 October generated a brilliantly executed 
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operation that overran Serbia in six weeks. It also left a remnant of the Serbian 
army still in existence, and in due course helped bring Bulgaria's regional rival 
Romania on to the allied side. Austria-Hungry was strained to its limits. The 
improvised and inefficient mobilization of German resources begun in the war’s 
early months had to date done no more than sustain a status quo untenable in 
the long run. As the year turned the Central Powers seemed well into the process 
of conquering themselves to death—or at least ediaustion. 
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T he o{>ening weeks of the First W’orlcl War demonstrated that the Triple 
Entente of France. Rus.sia. and Britain suffered from a fundamental 
weiikness. It did not lia\'e a co-ordinated strategic policy. This was partly 
because none of its members had any rec-ent experience of fighting a coalition 
war. The last occasion on w'hich France and Britain had fought as allies was in 
the Crimea between 1854 and 1856. It was also a reflec'tion of the fact tliat, 
although the Entente had deseloped because France, Russia, and Britain shared 
some c-ommon interests, there still remained manv issues which divided them 
before 1914 mul were to continue to do so during the war. 

Between 1905 and 1914 most members of tlie policy-making elites of Britain, 
France, and Russia saw Germany’s growing assertiveness as the main threat to 
their nationid securitv’ and interests. But even after the formation of the 
Anglo-French Entente in 1904 and the signing of the Anglo-Russian agreement 
in 1907, three sources of tension divided the three partners. First, there were 
vocal critics of the Entente in each countrv. In Britain Conservative politicians 
remained siLspicious of Russian ambitions, whilst Lilrerals deplored die domestic 
repression of the tsarist regime. Secondlv', die agreements did not eliminate id! 
colonial rivalries. The British and French continued to bicker over E^pt, the 
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arms trade in the Persian Gulf, and the future of Morocco. However, these dis¬ 
putes were small c-ompared with continued tensions l>etween Russia and Britain. 
The twf) partners remainerl deeply suspicious of each others ambitions in the 
Midtile East and around the frontiers of India. The result was a paradox, for 
while during the war each memlwr of the Entente attempted to adjust its 
strategy- to placate its partners, it simultaneous!)- kept a war)- eye on its allies’ 
post-war ambitions. 

Thirdly, although in 1913 the Russians and French had reached agreement on 
a concerted strategic policy, the)- nev-er achieved the same level of c-o-ordination 
with the British. Indeed, some French and Rus.sian politicians and generals 
doubted whether Britain was a worthwhile allv in acoiitinentiil war, for it did not 
have a large conscript army to throw into the militar)- biilance against Germany 
and its navy could have little immediate impact on the outcome of tlie land \v.ir. 
Furthennore. lx)th the Ru.ssiiuis and the French were anno)-ed by- Britain's refusal 
before 1914 to give an unequis ocal promise that it would stand b)- its partners in 
the event of war. A few took their doubts even further and belie\-ed that a better 
option would be to bring about a rapprochement with Germany. 

The French and Russians had agreed that in the event of war the)- would try to 
attack Germanv simultaneous!)- from the east and the west. But by late August 
the Germans had repulsed the French, whilst in East Pnissia a whole Russian 
iUTTiy was annihilated by the Germans at Tannenberg. With the Germans advan¬ 
cing towards Paris, the Russian foreign ininLster, Sazonov, was afraid that his 
partners might be about to desert him. He therefore suggested that each 
member of the Entente should sign an agreement promising not to make 
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a separate peace. The Pact of London was concluded on 5 September 1914 and 
the ambiguities of the pre-war Entente were replaced by a formal alliance. The 
pact ensured that the \rar would not come to a quick end, because if one ally 
faltered it could look to its friends for support, but it did not impose a coherent 
strategy on the Entente and so the terms upon which that support were given 
remained to be decided. 

Fortunately the French commander-in-chief. General Joffre, with minimal 
British assistance, was able to effect Frances salvation on the Marne and the 
Germans were forced to retreat before they could occupy Paris. But Joffre could 
not drive the Germans back into Germany and by late November the entire line, 
from Switzerland to die North Sea coast, had stabihzed. Paris was safe, but the 
French army had suffered nearly 300,000 casualties in August alone, a rate of 
loss probably never again reached by any other army throughout the war. The 
Germans were in occupation of most of Belgium and some of die most valuable 
industrial departments of north-eastern France. There seemed little prospect 
that the Russians would be able to break the stalemate, for although they had 
won victories over die Austrians, they had proved to be no match for the Ger¬ 
mans and were in no position to march on Berlin. 

In such circumstances it was hardly surprising that the continental allies 
looked to Britain for more support and complained tliat the British were not 
bearing their fair share of the burden when they did not receive it. But the 
British army was tiny compared with those of its partners and would remain so 
until the vast new armies of volunteers which Lord Kitchener had begun to raise 
in August 1914 were trained and equipped. However, they could not ignore the 
pleas of their allies. By the end of 1914 they were aware that the Germans were 
determined to disrupt the Entente alliance hy playing on their mutual suspi¬ 
cions so as to secure a separate peace with either France or Russia. The British 
therefore began to lend their aUies mon^ and to seek a theatre of operations 
where they could make full use of their main strategic asset, the Royal Navy. 

In 1914 the British hoped to avoid war with Tbrkey because the Ottoman 
empire acted as a bulwark to defend their possessions in India and Egypt from 
Russian incursions. But they had little option in the matter. In August two 
German cruisers, the Goeben and the Breslau, had evaded the Royal Navy in the 
Mediterranean and successfully sought sanctuary at Constantinople. The Com¬ 
mittee of Union and Progress, which ruled Turkey, then signed a secret treaty 
witli Germany and at the end ofOctober allowed the two ships to attack Russia's 
Black Sea coast. Britain and France had to support their ally and declare war on 
Turkey at the beginning of November. Tliis not only compelled the British to 
open two new fronts, in Mesc^tamia and Egypt, but it also raised a major bone 
of contention between the Entente partners, because each of them had their 
own interests to pursue in die Ottoman empire. 

However. Turkeys entry into the ww also ^ve the British the opportunity to 
give a tangible demonstration of their support for Russia. In January 1915, with 
their own troops hard pressed by the Turks in the Caucasus, the Russians asked 
for action by the British to distract the Ottoman forces. The British responded 
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in February and March by mounting a naval attack in conjunction with the 
French through the Straits with the object of taking Constantinople. The oper¬ 
ation failed and, even when it was transformed into a major amphibious exped¬ 
ition by the addition of British, Australian, New Zealand, and French troops, 
stubborn Turkish resistance continued to block the Straits. By die time the last 
allied troops were evacuated from the Gallipoli peninsula in January 1916, the 
operation had cost them over a quarter of a million men. 

The Galhpoli campaign also highlighted the fact that, beneath the public 
rhetoric of unity, each member of the Entente was pursuing a different agenda 
for the post-war world. Each ofthem wished to curb Germany’s power, but each 
also sought to enhance its own power. In March 1915, the Russians, fearful that 
the British were about to invite the Greeks to jean them in taking Constantin¬ 
ople, insisted that before they would allow any odier country to join the Entente 
their existing allies had to promise that Constantinople would become a Russian 
city at the end of the war. To give force to dieir request. Sazonov hinted that if it 
was not met Russia might seek better terms from the Germans. The British and 
French had no option other than to agree, even though Sazonov’s demands 
made a negotiated peace with Turkey impossible, and even though it would 
make Russia a major power in the eastern Mediterranean after the war and so 
menace their own interests in the region. They in turn could only respond 
by jockeying for advantage when they considered tlieir own desiderata in 
the Ottoman empire, discussions which culminated in February 1916 in the 
Sykes-Picot agreement which threatened to divide Turkey-in-Asia into spheres 
of interest dominated by Britain, France, and Russia. 

Faced by the prospect of a long war, the Entente began to cast around for new 
allies, but it could point to few other successes in 1915 to counterbalance its 
failure at Gallipoli. The prospect of territorial spoils gained at the expense of 
Austria-Hungary and Turkey did not persuade the Balkan neutrals, Bulgaria, 
Romania, and Greece, to sink their differences and form a pro-Entente confed¬ 
eration. In reality the belief that they might do so, entertained most passionately 
by British pohticians like David Uc^d George, rested on the mistaken assump¬ 
tion that the national rivalries whidi divided the Balkan states could be over¬ 
come by a series of pragmatic compromises. They could not, for the suspicions 
generated by the Balkan wars of 1912—13 ran too deep. In October 1915, when 
the British and French finally did send troops to the Balkans to support their 
diplomacy, it was not to find new aDies, but to rescue an old one. Serbia had 
repulsed two Austro-Hungarian invasions in 1914, but when the Austrians, 
acting in concert with Germany and Bul^ria, invaded Serbia for a third time in 
September, Serb resistance was overwhelmed. Initially the British and French 
landed troops at Salonika in northern Greece to open an escape route for the 
Serb anny. When tliat plan failed the British w^ted to withdraw the force, but 
encountered fierce French resistance. General Sarrail, the commander of the 
operation, was the darlingoftheleft in die French Chamber of Deputies. He had 
been dismissed from liis command on the western front, but the government of 
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Aristide Briand knew that it had to find an important command for liim or risk 
seeing its support in the Chamber collapse. The Anglo-French force therefore 
remained at Salonika for die remainder of the war. 

The Salonika operation soon became a source of deep disquiet for many 
British pohcy-makers. Hiey came to believe that France’s commitment to the 
campaign had little to do with defeating die Central Powers and more to do with 
establishing French predominance in die Balkans after the war. Tliey were cor¬ 
rect. Briand had long been a supporter of opening a Balkan front. He saw the 
expansion of French influence in the region as desirable in its own right as it 
would safeguard France’s interests against both the Italians and die Russians 
and because it mi^t assist France’s post-war economic recovery. Sarrail could 
not win the war for France, but he might ensure that France won the peace. 

The Entente had more success in winning Italy to its side, but the latter’s 
entry into the war was not enough to break the military stalemate. When the war 
began most members of the Italian ruling class had accepted that immediate 
Italian intervention was impossible because die Italian army and Itahan pubhc 
opinion were unprepared for It. But they also knew that if Italy wished to remain 
a great power it would have to participate in the war on the winning side. Tlieir 
problem was to decide which side would win. It was not until May 1915 that 
Italy finally opted for the Entente, but only after driving a hard bargain in terms 
of territory to be ceded to them at Austria-Hungary’s expense at the end of the 
war. But with their army poorly prepared, and their society divided, the Italians 
were unable to make much headway against the Austro-Hungarians and the new 
front was soon stalemated. Furthermore, their commitment to the common 
cause remained doubtful in the eyes of their allies for it was not until igi6 that 
Italy declared war on Germany. 

On the main fronts the Russian, British, and French armies suffered nothing 
but defeat in 1915. The Germans broke throu^ the Russian line at Gorlice-Tamow 
in May and drove tlie Russians steadily eastward, capturing Warsaw on 5 August. 
The French were repulsed when they tried to break the German line in Cham¬ 
pagne and Artois. The British also attacked, although on a much smaller scale, 
and after two defeats, at Neuve Chapelle in March and Aubers Ridge in May, 
they wanted to remain on the defensive in France until they had amassed suffi¬ 
cient troops and shells to guarantee success. But time was a luxury they were not 
allowed. The French were becoming increasingly impatient that the Germans 
remained in occupation of so much of their territory and suspicious that the 
GalLpoli expedition was no more than a selRsh attempt by the British to expand 
their empire in the Middle East. Eventually, after the failure of a second major 
effort to break the stalemate at Gallipoli in August, the British succumbed to the 
demands of their allies. We had to mate war as we must’, admitted Lord Kitchener, 
the British secretary of state for war, ‘and not as we should like to.’ In September, 
when the French and Britidi armies mounted a major offensive, the British acted 
in concert with their ally not because they expected to gain a major military 
victory, but because th^ feared that, if they did not demonstrate their willingness 
to assist them, either France or Russia might make a separate peace. 
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By the end of 1915 it was apparent that the Eoteote’s strategy had been under¬ 
mined at every turn by an almost complete lack of co-ordin^ion. Between 6 
and 8 December military representatives of the alliance therefore met at 
Chantilly, General JolTre's headquarters, to remedy that defect by producing a 
common plan for 1916. Convinced that one of the k^s to the Central Powers’ 
success in 1915 lay in the fact that they enjoyed interior Unes of communica¬ 
tion which enabled them to rush reinforcements from one threatened battle- 
front to another, the Entente’s generals decided that in 1916 they would nulhfy 
this advantage by mounting a series of concerted offensives on the Russian, 
French, and Italian fronts. They hoped that this would negate the Central 
Powers’ geographical advantage and that if they acted in concert they might be 
able to exhaust their manpower reserves and force them to sue for peace by 
the end of 1916. 

But on 21 February 1916, before they could begin to put this plan into op¬ 
eration, the Germans began their offensive at Verdun, intended to persuade 
France to make peace. French diplomats curtly rejected German overtures, 
but, as their casualties mounted, rising to 350,000 by August when the 
Germans ceased offensive operations, the French turned to their allies with 
increasingly urgent pleas for assistance. The Italians could do littk, for in May 
the Italian army was itself attacked by the Austrians, who for a time threatened 
to break through into the Lombard plain. Russian assistance was more sub¬ 
stantial, for although what had been planned to be the main Russian summer 
offensive, north of the Pripyat marshes, was a failure, a subsidiary operation, 
executed by General Brusilov and mounted against the Austrians, was a 
resounding success. In three weeks in June 1916 Brusilov killed or captured 
between a third and a half of the Austro-Hungarian army. He thus won the 
first substantial victory gained by the Entente’s armies since the battle of the 
Marne in September 1914. 

Tlie Anglo-French forces on the western front failed to achieve a similar suc¬ 
cess. Between December 1915 and April 1916 the British government was div¬ 
ided by a bitter debate over whether or not to approve the Chantilly plan. All 
ministers recognized that if they did their army was bound to suffer heavily 
and, with the pool of voluntary recruits fast drying up, the on^ way to make 
good its losses was to introduce conscription. Some ministers, led by the chan¬ 
cellor of the exchequer, Reginald McKenna, deprecated this on the grounds 
that, if more men were taken from industry and agriculture, Britain’s deterior¬ 
ating balance of payments situation would collapse and Britain wjuld be bank¬ 
rupt before the war was won. Others, like Uoyd George, insisted that it had no 
option. It had to gamble on winning the war before tlie onset of bankruptcy, for, 
if it did not take part in the summer offensive, the Entente alliance would col¬ 
lapse. The conscriptionists won the argument. Sir Douglas Haig began the 
battle of the Somme on 1 July hoping that he could quickfy break through the 
German line. When he failed to do so the campaign degenerated into a grim 
battle of attrition. The final casualty figures are much disputed. British losses 
probably amounted to 420,000 men, and those of the French army were close 
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to 203,000. Accurate Gennan casualty' figures are particularly tlifficiilt to recover, 
but a reasonable estimate suggests that the German army probably lost about 
582,000 men on the Somme. 

The British anti French continued doggedly with the Somme offensive even 
after the (Jermans hatl closed their offensive at \'erdun partly because of their 
obligations to Russia, partly because of a persistent and probably mistaken belief 
that they were killing Germans more rapidly than the Germans were killing 
British and French soldiers, and partly to assist Romania. Encouraged by the 
success of the Bnisilo\' oflensive and by the prospect of territorial gains at 
the expense of Austria-Hungarx', Ronuinia had joined the Entente in August. 
In the short term diis had a <lemoralizing effect in BerLn and Menna, for the Aus¬ 
trians had oiiK' 30,000 troops in Hungary, facing a Romanian army ten times as 
numerous. But Romania's entrx’ into the war coincided with the end of the 
Bnisilox’ offensive and the Central Powers were thus able to concentrate their 
reserves against the newest member of the Entente and crush it. By Christmas 
1916 the Central Powers had occupied Bucharest, and the Chantilly plan was 
in niins. 
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In December 1916 the Entente powers received two peace notes. The first Peace rejected 
was from Germany and was designed to sow dissension amongst its enemies. 

The second, from the American President Woodrow Wilson, was intended to 
discover if there was sufficient common ground among the warring nations 
to open the way for a negotiated peace. The Entente refused to be divided or 
to be conciliatory. It rejected the German offer as a sham because it did not 
include specific proposals. The reply to Wilson, drafted at an Anglo-French 
conference in London in late December, was superficially more conciliatory 
but did not seek to conceal the allies’ determination to continue fighting. The 
Entente denied it was seeking the total overthrow of Germany but insisted 
that it would not make peace until the Central Powers had evacuated all 
occupied allied territory and provided indemnities for the damage they had 
done. In Europe it put forward a deliberately vaguely worded claim that it 
sought a peace based upon national self-determination. The reality, however, 
was that the original three members of the Entente had already made prom¬ 
ises to Italy which broke that principle and the British and French still wanted 
to preserve the multinational Habsburg empire in some form to act as a coun¬ 
terbalance to Germany in eastern Europe In the post-war world. In the 
Middle East, in an effort to hide the reality of its imperial objectives, it dis¬ 
guised its ambitions beneath a rhetorical commitment to free the oppressed 
Jewish, Arab, and Armenian inhabitants of the Ottoman empire from the tyr¬ 
anny of TVirkish rule. And it publicly associated itself with Wilson’s vaguely 
formulated desire for a League of Nations, although it was careful to insist 
that such an organization could only follow a satisfactory peace settlement 
and could not be a substitute for one. The Entente’s reply showed that, even 
after more than two years of hideously costly fighting, the idea of a compromise 
peace which feU short of the overthrow of its enemies was not acceptable to any 
of the Entente governments. 

Since August 1914 the Entente’s strategic policy had rested on four pillars. The The Entente’s 
Royal Navy was to keep open the Entente’s maritime communications. Britain strate^ collapses 
was sufficiently rich to act as paymaster to the Entente. And the French and 
Russian armies would fight to contain the armies of the Central Powers on the 
continent of Europe with only minimal direct British assistance until. Kitchener 
predicted, a point was reached in early 1917 when the armies of all of the belli¬ 
gerents were exhausted. Britain’s New Armies could then intervene decisively in 
the land war, inflict a final defeat on the Central Powers, and, he secretly hoped, 
enable the British government to dictate the peace setdement. 

But between November 1916 and May 1917 each of lliese pillars began to 
crumble. At the end of November the US government advised American bankers 
to stop lending money to the belligerents. This was a serious threat to Britain’s 
economic predominance within the Entente, for by 1916 it was borrowing in 
America much of the money it was lending to its allies. The French refused to 
assist the British by shipping part of their own ^dd reserve to New York and 
so the British found themselves desperate^ short of the money they needed 
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to fund their own and their allie;?’ purcha.ses in the USA. Britain's aintinued 
abilih' to act as paMiULSter to tlie Entente was fast disappearinff. 

At sea the Ros'iil Navy was taken for granted l>y Britain’s allies, who easily 
overlooked the part it was playing in wesikening tlie Ontral Powers by 
bltK'kading them. When the French politician and future wartime premier 
Georges (demenceau was told that the Royal Navy would sink the German 
fleet if it ventured into the North Sea, he replied that ‘that would make a nice 
hole in the water’ hut it would not win the WiU", His dismissive attitude was 
understaiulable in view of the fact that Britain’s Grand Fleet could not inflict a 
decisive defeat on its Gennan counterpart. Before 1914 the British had believed 
that if war came they would sink the German navy in a .sec“ond Trafalgar. They 
were disappointed, for the numericallv inferior CJerman High Seas Fleet had 
no intention of encountering the Grand Fleet until, through a combination of 
submarines, mines, and ambushes, it hail reduced the latter's superioritv. British 
command of the surface of the sea remained secure. Frustration finally con¬ 
vinced the Cierman admirals that their onlv hope of decisively influencing the 
outcome of the war was bv a full-.scale submarine offensive, and on 1 Febniarv 
1917 Germany declared unrestricted U-boat warfare against the Entente. In 
April the British alone lost over half a million tons of merchant shipping and 
the Royal Naw’s abilitv to protect the Entente’s maritime communications was 
called into question. 
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In Russia during the autumn and winter of 1916-17 the morale of the Russian 
army and Russian people collapsed under the weight of a combination of appal¬ 
ling casualties, inflation, and food shortages. Reports prepared by the Russian 
police and secret service showed that most ordinary Russians thought that the 
war could not be won and that Russia should make peace. The result was a revo¬ 
lution in March 1917 and the downfall of the tsarist regime. Its successor, the 
Provisional Government, quickly reassured its allies that Russia would continue 
the struggle, but the emergence of a rival centre of power in the shape of the 
Petrograd Soviet soon made this seem to be a hollow promise, especially when 
the new Russian commander-in-chief. General Alexiev, informed Russia’s allies 
that the morale and discipline of his army had collapsed so badly that it would 
not be able to mount any offensive before the summer. 

That was significant because, in November 1916, undaunted by their previous 
failures, the British and French generals, meeting again at Chantilly, persuaded 
their political masters that their policy in 1917 should be much the same as it 
had been in 1916. Each ally would again try to mount an offensive on its own 
front timed to coincide vritli the operations of its allies. In February 1917 they 
held another conference, at Petrograd, designed to concert Russian strategy in 
1917 with that of its western partners. It was a failure. Despite French pressure, 
the Russians refused to attack in concert with the planned Anglo-French offen¬ 
sive in the spring, and, despite Russian pressure, the British and French insisted 
that their forces at Salonika would remain on the defensive. 

Not everyone was happy with the idea of repeating the same ]^an as in 1916. In 
Britain Lloyd George replaced H. H. Asquith as prime minister in December 1916. 
He came to power promising to deliver the ‘knock-out blow’ against Germany, 
but he was also determined to minimize British casualties. At the beginning of 
January 1917, therefore, he attended an inter-allied conference at Rome in the 
hope of persuading the French and Italians to launch a powerful offensive 
against Austria-Hungary on the Isonzo front with tlie objective of gaining 'Trieste 
and the Istrian peninsula. He hoped that the Italians would agree to it because 
it promised them territory they coveted, and that the French would do so 
because it would relieve pressure on Russia and becau.se he was not asking the 
western front generals to cancel their offensive, mere^ postpone it. But he was 
disappointed. By November 1916 the Italian army had suffered owr 600,000 
casualties and had tried and failed nine times to break throu^ on the Isonzo 
front in a series of vain attempts to reach the Ljubljana plain and to march on 
Vienna. General Luigi Cadorna, the chief of staff of the Italian army, rejected 
Lloyd George’s idea, because he knew that if the other allies remained inactive 
the Central Powers would be able to concentrate their reserves against him and 
the Italian casualty Lst would only grow longer. 

Stymied in his Italian plan, Lloyd Geoi^e therefore delighted when Jof- 
fre’s successor as commander-in-chief of the French am^. General NiveUe, 
offered the allies another option. He claimed that he had discovered the secret 
of breaching the German line within one or two days by using massive artillery 
bombardments. He proposed that in the spring the British and French armies 
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should mount two c-oncerted offensives. The British were to attack \lmy Ritige 
in an operation designed to absorb the (German reserves, while the French 
mounted a larger offensive to the south intendetl to break the Orman line on 
the Aisne frcjiit. Lloyd George gave the plan his enthusiastic support. Haig and 
Sir William Robertson, the chief of the imperial general stafT. did not, fearing 
that Nivelle was a charlatan and disappointed that his plan stood in the way of 
their preferred policy of attacking in Flanders in order to lil>erate the Belgian 
coast. But after an acrimonious confrontation at the Calais Conference in Feb¬ 
ruary' 1917 they were compelled to agree and the BEF was temporarily placed 
under Nh elle’s commiuid. 

Tlie British generals were right to harbour doubts about Nivelles plan. Within 
a few days the French lost al)out 100,000 men. The resulting disappointment, 
coming on top of so many earlier rlisappointments, causetl the morale of a large 
part of the French army to collapse. Nh eUe’s successor, General Petain, imme¬ 
diately ended his predecessors offensive policy and determined to build up his 
army’s reserv'es of munitions and tanks and to await the lurival of the Entente’s 
newest member, the United States, before mounting another major offensive. 

The entry of the USA into the war on 6 April was almost the only encouraging 
development for the Entente in the spring of 1917, but even it was a mixed 
blessing. W’oodrow Wilson was almost as suspicious of allied imperialism ajid 
British ‘navalism’ as he was of‘Prussian mQitarism’, and therefore deliberately 
refrained from signing the Pact of London. The USA became an associated 
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power, not an ally of the Entente. It also soon became apparent that the Ameri¬ 
cans were so unprepared for war that they would not be able to ^ve their new 
partners significant military assistance until 1918. For the remainder of the war, 
therefore, the Entente governments embarked upon the delicate task of 
extracting the greatest possible quantity of manpower and resources as quickly 
as possible from the USA while making the fewest possible concessions to those 
parts of Wilsons programme which ran contrary to dieir own national interests. 

The entry of the United States into the war did not. therefore, change the 
essential nature of the Entente alliance. Eachpartnerhadits own selfish national 
interests which it was intent on pursuing. The onfy force l^eping it together was 
fear; the fear its members shared of their common enemies. The consequences 
of tliis were apparent in both the extreme difficulty the members of the alliance 
had in agreeing a common strategic plan and the deep mutual suspicions each 
entertained of the others on every occasion when they discussed their ideas for 
the post-war settlement. The alliance was a marriage of convenience. It never 
became a love match. 
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T he First W'orld War in the Balkans dilTeretl from the conflict elsewhere in 
three respects. First, the campaigns were sporadic, relatively short, and 
usually decisive. Second, the Balkajis was the only theatre of war which 
involved a nmnl>er of independent states. Each state had its territorial aspir¬ 
ations and so would sell itself to the highest bidder: diplomacy, therefore, could 
he as decisive as inililaiy campaigning. Third, the Balkans was the only area in 
which there had been recent military aciion. In 1912-13 Bulgaria, Serbia, 
Greet'e, and Montenegro had driven the Ottoman armies from Europe, and in 
a short, savage war in 1913 Greece, Serbia, and Turkey had deprived Bulgaria 
of much of its recent gains whilst Romania had sliced olT a viduable chunk of 
Bulgaria’s north-easteni lands. Much of official and public opinion was wary of 
renewed conflict, ;uid this made anv Balkan state which had the choice even 
more determined to align itself with the presumed eventual victors and, in doing 
so, to extract the highest price for its favours. The Balkans was similar to otlier 
areas in that internal economic and .social problems were a vital factor in die 
Central Powers’ defeat. 

Austria-Hungarv declared war on Serbia at 1.20 p.m. on 28 July 1914; it was the 
first time war had been declared by telegraph. That evening the Serbian capital 
came under bombardment from the Austrian fort at Zemun and from Habsburg 
gunboats on the Sava and the Danube. On 12 August three AiLstro-Hungarian 
armies crossed the Sava and the Danube into Serbia; the Serbs had been 
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expecting the attack further east at Bel¬ 
grade and were caught off guard; they aban¬ 
doned their capital, the government 
withdrawing to Nish. But if they had Ijeen 
caught off guard the Serbs were far from 
daunted. General Putnik rushed reinforce¬ 
ments westwards, some men marching 6o 
miles in twenty-four hours before going 
straight into battle. The main encounter 
took place from 15 to 18 August on Mount 
Tser in the north-west of Serbia. The in¬ 
vaders were checked and bv 24 August had 
been pushed back across their borders. The 
Serbs, bowing to allied, and in particular 
to Russian, pressure, followed them. The 
Serbs, however, were not equipped for offensiv e operations and a lack of sup¬ 
plies soon forced them to withdraw. The Austrians, led by General Potiorek, 
who had been at Franz Ferdinands side in Sarajevo a few weeks before, 
resumed their invicsion on 8 September and took Belgrade on 2 December. 
Discontent grew amongst younger Serbian officers who in the Balkan wars 
had known only conspicuous success, but Putnik was in no position to contem¬ 
plate a counter-offensive until western supplies, shipped via Salonika, began 
to reach his army. 

On the day Belgrade fell Putnik at last felt able to make his riposte. He 
launched an attack as the Austrians were struggling to move their heavy guns 
and baggage trains through niurow defiles along the Kolubiira river. The Serbs 
did not have enough ammunition for a preliminarv artilleiy liombardment but 
they attacked with their customiu^' savage valour and Genenil Midids 1st Ser¬ 
bian Army soon broke through the centre of the enemy’s line. On 15 December 
Belgrade was back in Serbian hands; General Putnik iiiformerl his masters of his 
victorv' widi a laconic telegram to the effect that no Austrian soldiers remained 
on Serbian soil except as prisoners. 

The Austrians had been weakened by the need to divert troops to Galicia to 
meet the Russian attack, but the Serbian victors’ on the Kolubara had been 
gained at great cost. The campaign had taken the lives of 100,000 Serbs, many 
of them battle-hardened veterans of the Biillaui wars. Even more seriouslv. 
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amongst the sick luid woundeil left behiiKl by tlie Austrians were many suffering 
from tvphus. The disease spread with devastating speed. Not onlv did it claim 
the lives of another 135,000 Serbs, civilians and .soldiers, but it forced the allies 
to suspend rail traffic into Serbia for over a month. The Serbs, alreatly desper¬ 
ately short of ammunition, were further weakened for the decisive stniggle 
which was to come in the following year. 

The only other militarv’ events in the Balkans in 1914 centred upon Albania. 
Created in 1913, the new state, with its strong local and tribal forces, had little 
chance of evolving anv effective c-entral gov'emment. Bv the autumn of 1914 it 
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was dissolving into chaos as local warlords entrenched their already c-onsiderable 
powers. In October Greek forces moved into the areas of southern Albania 
cliiimed by Greece and the Italians (K-cupied the strategically important island 
of Saseno; in December they moved into the nearby port of Valona. 

During the autumn of 1914 and the spring of 1915 there were important devel¬ 
opments in the diplomatic arena. When war broke out Montenegro joined Serbia, 
but Turkey, Bulgaria, Greece, and Romania remained neutral. The Greek prime 
minister. V'enizelos, was keen to join the allies. His king, (Constantine, who had 
undergone military training in Germany and who had married a sister of the 
Kiiiser, was not so keen. Nor were all allied statesmen. The Russians feared the 
Greeks might mount competing claims to (Constantinople, whilst Sir Edward 
Grey believed that if the (Jreeks joined the allies this would precipitate Turkey 
and Bulgaria into aligning with the other side. The Greek offer was declinetl but 
it made little difference to Turkey, which threw in its lot with the Germans and 
Austrians in November. 

This made Bulgaria a pivotal factor. If it joined the Central Powers die supply 
lines between (Jennanv and Tiukev would be .secured, whilst diose between the 
western iiUies and Ru.s.sia would be severed; and Serbia would have opponents on 
three sides. Bulgaria’s price was as much of Macedonia as possible. The allies could 
offer little in this regard without the Serbs making concessions. And this they were 
not willing to do. In the spring of 1915 the Treaty of London between the allies and 
Italy made the Serbs even less willing to concerle. Ri^Uy fearing that the treaty 
involved granting Italy territorv' on the eastern seaboard of the Adriatic, die Serbs 
were the more determined to hold on to all of their Macedonian po.s.sessions. 
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The Central Powers, meanwliile, enjoyed two enormous diplomatic advan¬ 
tages. As the allies ofTurkey they were in a position to pul pressure on Constan¬ 
tinople to make concessions to Bulgaria; this the Porte eventually did when it 
agreed that the Maritsa valley, and with it the railwi^ to Dedeagatch, should be 
ceded to Bulgaria. Secondly, as the enemies of Serbia they could promise to 
Bulgaria all Serbian territory it might captine. 

The allies did not help their own cause by inept diplomacy in Sofia. Bulgarian 
foreign policy was determined by King Ferdinand and, to a lesser degree, by his 
prime minister, the pro-German Radoslavov. Rather than attempting to win 
over or suborn these two figures, the allies tended to court pro-allied opposition 
politicians who in reality had no access to the levers of power. In the final event, 
the most decisive factor was the shift in mihtaiy fortunes. Ferdinand and Rado¬ 
slavov would only commit themselves to the Central Powers if the latter appeared 
likely to win the war. And in the midsummer of 1915 tliis th^ seemed about to 
do. The entry of Italy into the war on the alhed side In May had made little 
impact; the Russians were retreating pell-mell from Poland and. nearer to home, 
the allies were bogged down in a hopeless stru^le on the Gallipoli beaches. 
When the Central Powers offered Bulgaria tlie lion’s share of Macedonia plus 
the Maritsa valley Ferdinand could not refuse. 

On Z3 September 1915 the Bulgarian government mobilized and on 14 October 
King Ferdinand declared war on Serbia. In retaliation Britain and France de¬ 
clared war on Bulgaria on 16 October, Russian following suit a few days later. 

The Bulgarians had declared war in order to join the massive Central Powers 
assault on Serbia. Recognizing that the German drives against the Russians were 
losing their impetus, and anxious to open direct communications with 'Ihrkey, 
Falkenhayn had begun planning the elimination of Serbia in early September. 
The German general August von Mackensen, fresh from his successes in Poland, 
was given the command—much to the chagrin of Conrad, who saw the Balkans 
as Austria’s sphere of interest. On 6 October, Serbia was assailed from the north 
by three Austrian and two German armies; from the east came two Bulgarian 
armies, in all a total invading force of 600,000 troops. The Serbs and the Monte¬ 
negrins could hardly muster half that number. By 9 October, even before the 
Bulgarian declaration of war, Belgrade was in enemy hands. Wlide the Germans 
and Austrians pressed down from the north the Bulgarian 1st Army under Gen¬ 
eral Boyadzhiev and the 2nd Army under General Todorov pressed into 
south-eastern Serbia and Macedonia. Within two weeks the Bulgarian 1st Army 
had taken Pirot and Nish, where they joined up with Mackensen’s men; to the 
south Todorov’s 2nd Army took Shtip, Veles, Kumanovo, Skopje, and Vranja. In 
December the Bulgarians were in Bitola, whither the Serbian government had 
moved when Nish was threatened. ’There was no major town left in Serbian 
hands. The Serbs, their supply lines from and their escape route to the Aegean 
cut, retreated to the west of the Vardar and into Kosovo Polje, where they hoped 
tojoin with the Montenegrin army. In this, as in much else, th^were disappointed. 
Faced with the choice between surrender and a retreat across the Albanian 
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mountains, thev chose the latter. Late in 1915. harried bv hostile local tribes and 
enemy aeroplanes, sas agetl by typhus, and at the mercy' of the pitiless terrain 
and cbmate, the Serbiiin army tnidged to the Adriatic coast whence the French 
took them to haven in Corfu. For sheer heroism anti endurance the Serbian 
retreat h<us few equals. 

Salonika The eventual destination of the Serbian army was Salonika. The Bulgarian mo¬ 

bilization had complicated yet further the political situation in Greece. A treaty 
of 1913 obliged Greece to go to the aid of Serbia if the latter were attacked by 
Bulgaria. Venizelos seized this opportunity to bring (Jreece closer to the allies 
and invited them to land troops in northern Greece, promising to join the war if 
150,000 allieil troops were committed to the Balkan front. The allies, particu¬ 
larly the French, responded enthusiasticallv, but in Greece the anti-VenizeUsts, 
with the king at their head, though agreeing to general Bnobilization, refused to 
accept the need for Greece to join the war: the 1913 treaty, they argued, chd not 
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apply if a great power fought alongside Bulgaria against Serbia, and the king, 
having initially agreed to the allied landings in Salonika, now opposed them. 
Venizelos was forced to resign, but this could not stop the landings in Salonika, 
which began on 3 October. 

The landings made political sense, in that it was hoped, vainly, that they would 
strengthen Venizelos s hand against the king and make Greek intervention in the 
war more likely. But once tliat stratagem had failed the allied presence in nor¬ 
thern Greece served no useful military purpose. Tlie allies could do little, if 
anything, to help the Serbs and the troops sent to Salonika could have been used 
to better effect in Gallipoli. Indeed, the landings defeated even tlieir own polit¬ 
ical purpose. King Constantine interpreted them as a sign that the Gallipoli 
adventure had failed, the more so when four fresh French divisions under Gen¬ 
eral Sarrail were diverted from the Dardanelles to Salonika. If the Gallipoli cam¬ 
paign had been abandoned. King Constantine not unreasonably calculated, he 
had even more cause to remain neutral because to commit himself to the allies 
would expose Greece to conflict with a Bulgaria victorious over Serbia and a 
Turkey elated by its defeat of the allies at Gallipoli. 

Wliilst the Greeks were plunged into division and indecisiveness the fighting 
continued in Macedonia. Allied troops advanced up the Vardar from Salonika 
and at Krivolak in Macedonia confronted the Bulgarian 2nd Army. After a sharp 
encounter the allies witlidrew into Greek territory. The Bulgarians were keen to 
pursue their foe across the border and into Salonika, a prize which had narrowly 
eluded them in the first Balkan war three years before. This the Germans for¬ 
bade. It was feared that if Bulgarian or Central Powers troops entered Greece, 
King Constantine would no longer be able to preserve Greek neutrality; further¬ 
more, if the allied armies were driven out of northern Greece the survivors 
would be sent to strengthen British and French forces on the western front. By 
the end of 1915, therefore, the Bulgarians had dug in along a 300-mile front 
from the river Shkumbi in the Albanian mountains to the mouth of tlie Maritsa 
in ea.stem Thrace. It was a strong defensive position but, as subsequent events 
were to show, it was one which was extremely difficult to supp^. 

In June 1915, before their retreat across the mountains, the Serbs had occupied 
areas in central Albania. The Montenegrins, at the same time, had moved into 
the north of the country, occupying the area down to die river Drin, including 
Scutari. The Serbs abandoned their occupied areas when diey evacuated their 
troops at the end of 1915. Th^ were replaced pardy ly the Bulgarians who 
pushed from Macedonia into south central Albania, occupying Elbasan. At the 
same time the Italians moved out from their bridgehead in Valona into areas 
previously in Greek hands, the Greek forces withdrawing without contesting 
the Italian expansion. The local Albanians rejoiced at least at the departure of 
the Greeks, whose Albanian holdings were soon reduced to a pocket around the 
southern town of Korea, and after the allied landings in Salonika even this was 
placed under French control. In January 1916 the Austrians moved into 
northern Albania, driving out the Montenegrins and occupying the country to 


fac/ng:Though the major 
components of the allied 
torces in the Balkans 
were British and French, 
the landings at Salonika 
were an international 
atfair and the allies 
Imposed joint control In 
the city.This photograph 
shows a medley of 
policemen: from left to 
right: Greek, British, 
French, Serbian, 
Russian, and Italian. 


The partition of 
Albania, 1916 
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The Central 
Powers conquer 
Romania 


a line from Vjosa to Lake Ohrid. There was subsequently little serious fighting 
in Albania where the First World War proved to be a period more of construc¬ 
tion than destruction with the occupying troops of all sides building roads, 
bridges, and narrow-gauge railways. 

Despite the Austrian move into Albania, there was little action on the Mace¬ 
donian front in the first half of 1916. Tlie allies had wished to occupy the Greek 
Fort Rupel which commanded the entry into the Struma valley and thence into 
the heart of Bulgaria, but in May they were thwarted when the Bulgarian 7th 
Rila Division seized the fortress. 

In tlie summer of 1916 the focus of attention in the Balkans shifted northwards 
to Romania. An ally of Austria-Hungary and Germany before the war, Romania 
had nevertheless refused to enter the conflict. As with Greece and Bulgaria, 
both the Entente and the Central Powers courted the uncommitted state, but 
whereas Germany and Austria were in a strong position vis-&-vis Bulgaria because 
they could offer it unlimited amounts of enemy (Serbian) territoiy, in the case of 
Romania it was die allies who could offer unlimited amounts of enemy territoiy 
in Transylvania and the Bukovina; Bessarabia, however, was a possible complica¬ 
tion because here Romania’s aspirations could conflict with the interests of an 
allied power: Russia. 

By the early summer of 1916 the allies could wait no longer. With the forth¬ 
coming offensives on the Somme and in Galicia in mind, they put extreme dip¬ 
lomatic pressure on Bucharest, finally insisting that the Romanian prime 
minister, Brldanu, make up his mind. The early successes of the Brusilov offen¬ 
sive were a decisive factor and Romania joined the allies. It had been agreed that 
Romania was to take the Bukovina and Transylvania together with a further 
huge slice of Hungarian territory; the French urged their allies to agree to any 
terms Bucharest dictated and to renege on those whose fulfilment proved diffi¬ 
cult or disadvantageous. 

The Romanian army had by August 1916 an effective strength of 19,900 offi¬ 
cers and 813,800 men. Its main problem lay in supplies. It had little in the way 
of modem weaponry such a.s trench mortars, aeroplanes, or field telephones. 
Nor were armaments plentiful; internal sources were meagre, with Romanian 
industry being able to provide no more than two shells per gun and one round 
per rifle per day, and with the Straits closed imports from the western allies 
had to come via Russia’s northern or Far Eastern ports, with an added delay 
because the Romanian and Russian railways operated with different gauge.s. 
Furthermore, the army had been eiqianded very rapidly with the result that 
many of its officers were insufficiently trained, and unlike the Bulgarian army 
few of its officers had recent combat experience. These disadvantages were 
compounded by last-minute delays in signing the political and military agree¬ 
ments by which Romania entered the war. Having promised that they would 
be ready to fight shortfy after 1 August Romania’s leaders then dragged out the 
final negotiations with the result that the Romanian army did not go into action 
until 27 Augu.st. By that time the Brusilov offensive had run out of steam and 
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Romania’s window of militarv opportunitv was closing. This was soon to be all 
too painftilly obvious. 

Romania’s ist and 2nd armies were deployed to guard the Carpatliian passes 
in the west of the country, wliilst the 3rd stoo<l sentinel over the Danulie and the 
Dobmdja; the 4th, however, took the offensiv e, pushing into Transvlvania and 
taking Brasov on 30 August. A week later the\' had almost reached Sibiu but on 
8 Septeml>er the slow advance was halted. 

The reason for this was an unexpected forward movement by the enemy in 
the south, Under the overall command of Mackensen, the Bulgarian 3rd Army, 
together with some Gennan and later some Turkish units, crossed the 1913 line 
into tlie southern Dobrudja on 1 September. Bv 6 September the fortress at Tutra- 
kan had been taken, and with it 25,000 pri.soners and 100 guns. In a desperate 
attempt to break the Bulgarian advance the Romanian 3rd Anny under General 
Averescu launched the Flaminda operation, crossing the Danube and attempting 
to engage the invaders in the rear. The operation failed and Mackensen resumed 
his advance northwards, taking Cemavoda and Constanja in October. 



British officers ap¬ 
proaching a Macedonian 
village to announce that 
Romania has joined the 
war. August 1916.The 
officers described the 
villagers as 'Romanian 
gypsies' but they 
were probably Vlachs, 
a semi-nomadIc people 
(note the flimsy 
dwellings) who share 
some ethnic 
characteristics with 
the Romanians. After 
hearing the news the 
villagers arranged 
a feast. 
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Field Marshal von 
Mackensen watches his 
troops cross the Danube 
at SIstovo, to enter the 
grain-rich Romanian 
Dobrudja, autumn 1916. 
Within a fortnight 
Mackensen's troops 
would be in the 
Romanian capital, 
Bucharest. 



Averescii’s imaginative tactic had failed mainly becau.se troops had to lie 
diverted from the southern front to meet a growing threat in the north-we-st. The 
German and Austro-Hungarian army in Transylvania was under the command of 
the former chief of the German general staff. Falkenhavti, whose forces were 
augmented bv five new divisions from Gennanv together with two further cav¬ 
alry divisions. The cavalry and four divisions were as.sembled near tlie Vulkan pass, 
which Falkenhayn penetrated early in November. His forces now commanded 
the entry to the Jiii valley with only one Romanian division to oppose them. The 
decisive battle vviis fought on the rivers Arge§ and Neajlov fnim 30 November 
to 3 December. Meanwhile Mackensen’s troops had crossed the Dimube into 
Wallachia some 40 miles from Bucharest. On 6 December units of both armies 
entered the Romanian capital. The Romanian army withdrew north-eastwards 
witli tlie AiLStro-Germans in full pursuit despite the appalling mud and an almost 
total lack of usable roads. The Romanimis withdrew across the Seret, where 
they joined tlie considerable numbers of Russian troops who had come, some¬ 
what belatedly, to their aid. Tlie king and the government withdrew to Ia§i 
in Moldavia. 

The Entente and 
Greece, 

1916-1917 


In the alhes’ original grand strategy for the 1916 campaign the Romanians were 
to be aided by a dinist northwards from Salonika. In August British and French 
forces moved towards Lake Doiran but tliey made little progress. The Bulgar¬ 
ians had better fortune. Their 1st Armv took Lerin and advanced south- 
westward until checked near Ostrovo by alhed troops whose main advantage was 
their superioritv in artillery. The Bulgarian 2nd Army enjoyed more success, 
pushing into south-western Thrace and taking possession of the area between 
the lower Struma and the lower Mesta, including the port of Kavalla. ThLs was 
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balanced towards the end of the year by Serbian successes on the far west of the 
Macedonian front. A huge and immense^ costfy battle was fought for Mount 
Kaimakchalan, which the Serbs eventually took, whilst an equally bloody two- 
month slogging match between the allies and the Bulgarian 2nd Army on a bend 
in the river Chema also ended in an allied victory. In December the Serbs 
entered Bitola. 

The alhes were also active in Greece. In August 1916 a group of Venizelist 
officers had launched a coup in Salonika, after which Venizelos himself left 
Athens, eventually joining his suj^xuters in Salonika in October. The allies delayed 
recognizing the Venizelos government for fear of provoking a Greek civil war 
but in return they demanded more favourable treatment from the official gov¬ 
ernment in Athens. To emphasize this demand and to secure control of the 
Athens—Salonika railway, allied troops were landed in December near the Greek 
capital. They were repulsed with severe losses, after wliich the allies recognized 
the Venizelos administration in Salonika. 

A more salutary political solution was reached in the Korea pocket in Albania. 

After the Venizelist coup its French administrators handed the area over to the 
Salonika authorities, but this caused the indigenous Albanians to form resistance 
groups. In December 1916 Sarrai! bowed to local pressure and granted the area 
autonomy under an administrative council of seven Muslim and seven Orthodox 
Christian Albanians. The council functioned until June 1917 when Korea returned 
to French military rule after Greece had formally joined the allies. 

In 1917 there was relatively little action on the Macedonian front. The Bul¬ 
garian and German lines, being for the most part along the foothills of moun¬ 
tains, were ideal for defence; one British officer believed that well-supplied 
troops could hold such positions for ever. How important that qualification was 
did not become apparent until 1918. 

In Greece the allies were able to record a diplomatic victory. After recog¬ 
nizing the Venizelist government in Salonika an allied blockade had been 
mounted against those areas in Greece w^idi remained loyal to King Constan¬ 
tine, the excuse being that the allies should be paid compensation for the losses 
suffered in the landing of December 1916. In June 1917 Constantine bowed to 
allied pressure and went into exile. Venizelos returned to Athens and a parlia¬ 
ment boycotted by the opposition agreed to commit Greece to the allied cause. 

Nine divisions were placed at the disposal rf the allied commander in Salonika, 
as was the far from inconsiderable Greek navy. 

Romania seeks 
an armistice 


These Greek forces were in no position to contribute to the main fighting in the 
Balkans in 1917 because this took place on the Romanian front. The Romanian 
army had been reorganized by a French military mission and by the summer of 
1917 had almost half a million men in regular units widi a further quarter of a 
million in reserve and in training groups. As part of the grand allied strategy to 
finish the war in 1917 the Romanians were to attack across the Seret. On 22 July 
the 2nd Army under General Averescu took the offensive near M^a§ti. Despite 
initial gains the advance could not continue. iTie Russians’ reverses to the north 
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Entente victory 
in Macedonia 


forced them to withdraw some units from Romania, whilst political disaffection 
spread among those which remained. The Romanian commanders opted for 
caution. Even if it had little impact on the Austro-German forces ranged against 
it, Averescus advance did, however, affect Mackensen, who was attacking from 
the south. He was forced to divert his 9th Army into less favourable territory. 
Between 9 and 16 August he met die Romanians near Mara§e§ti on die Seret. It 
was the largest encounter in which the Romanian forces took part; after huge 
losses Mackensen s advance was halted. 

Mara§e§ti could be accounted a Romanian victory but it was one which greatly 
depleted Romanian reserves. As Russia’s commitment to the war faltered Roma¬ 
nia’s position became even more dangerous. Should Russia conclude a peace 
allied supplies would be unobtainable, and. with much of the armaments industry 
and the Ploe§ti oilfields in occupied areas, Romania could not sustain modem 
warfare. With the Rolslievik seizure of power in Petrograd the position became 
much worse, and, when they learned that the Russians were to ask Mackensen 
for discussions on an armistice, the Romanians joined them. 

A ceasefire between the Romanians and the Central Powers was negotiated at 
Foc§ani early in December 1917 but the political establishment was in no hurry 
to sign it. The Germans had no more patience than the British and the French 
had shown in 1916 and in February 1918 Macken.sen gave Britianu four days to 
sign a peace or face renewed war. BrStianu resigned and on 5 March a govern¬ 
ment under General Averescii signed a preliminary peace at Buftea. days 
earlier the Treaty of Bresl-Litovsk had removed Russia from the war, leaving 
Romania totally isolated. 

Averescu soon resigned and made way for Margliiloman, a noted Germano- 
phile who had remained in Bucharest after the defeats of igi6. It was hoped 
that his pro-German credentials would soften the harsh terms of Buftea. They 
did not. The TVeaty of Bucharest, signed on 7 May, was every bit as rigorous. 
Romania was to demobilize most of its army and hand its equipment to the Ger¬ 
mans; it had to relinquish the Carpathian passes and the Dobrudja; and the 
Romanian economy was virtually bound over to the Germans who were to take 
control of tlie country’s ports and of navigation on the Danube, and to enjoy a 
ninety-year monopoly over the Romanian oil industry. A parliament elected on 
a narrow franchise ratified the treaty but King Ferdinand refused to sign it. 

The king’s refusal to sign the Treaty of Bucharest was symptomatic of the gen¬ 
eral truth that tlie Central Powers’ victory and dominance in the Balkans were 
more apparent than real. In all areas of central and eastern Europe populations 
facing ever intensifying shortages of food and fuel, as well as tlie seemingly end¬ 
less waste of human life, were easy pr^ for Bolshevik and socialist agitators. In 
the military sector condign punishment of a^t^ors could contain the dangers but 
such measures could do little to restore military morale. It was in Bulgaria, tlie 
Central Powers’ chief alfy in die Balkans, that the corrosion was at its greatest. 

In the first place supplying the army in Macedonia was an extremely difficult 
task. There was onfy one railway in die area and it ran north—soudi, whereas to 
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bring from Bulgaria a north-eiLSt to soiith-we.st axis \va.s neeclecl Supplies 

bad to be br<»ught along the roiitls, but even these were few in number and so 
inadefjuate in cjualiK-that the\ were mostly inoperable as far as Bulgaria s limited 
number of motorized vehicles were concerned. Draught animals alone could 
negotiate most of the mountiiin tracks, but so long and so slow were the journeys 
involved that a high projwrtion of the goods carried had to be fodder for the 
animals tliemselves. 

To maintain the supply c-olumns a huge number of draught imimals were 
requisitioned for the army with an inevitably deleteriojis effect on an agricultural 
pnKluctivitv' already affected bv' massive mobilization of manpower, Bulgaria 
having called up a greater proportion of its population than any other state 
engaged in the First W'orlil War. The supply of footl to both the army and the 
civilian population was further impeded by the activitv' of the Gennans. Official 
procurement agencies cornered part of Bulgaria’s output but unofficial pur¬ 
chasing by German troops took at least as much. Tire Germans criss-crossed 
the country in lorries setting up telephone lines and the soldiers bought what 
they c-ould where they could, paving high prices in German marks, which had 
become legal tender in Bulgaria in December 1915. The Bulgarian peasants fre¬ 
quently withheld food from the official German and BiJgarian purchasing 


The spoils o1 war In the 
Balkans: undamaged 
grain warehouses In 
Constanta, Romania. 
Each of the warehouses 
held 750,000 tons of 
precious grain; they are 
shown here in 1917 
guarded by German 
soldiers. 
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Winter always made 
transport difficult in the 
Balkans where roads 
were seldom more than 
unpaved tracks. Here a 
German army supply 
wagon drawn by oxen 
makes slow progress 
through the Romanian 
mud, 1917. 


authorities in order to seU at higher prices to German soldiers; in 1917 the 
Germans even established a separate railway station near Sofia to entrain their 
food; the station was off limits to Bulgarian personnel. 

B\' the beginning of 1918 food shortages in Bulgarian cities were becoming 
acute. There were a number of disttirbances and in the occupied territories the 
threat of widespread civil disorder pased a danger to the supply lines to the Mace¬ 
donian front, whilst an attenrpt to conscript young men in some parts of occu¬ 
pied Serbia provoked outright rebellion. Tlie situation became more acute as 
the year progressed. An expected improvement following the conquest of the 
grain-rich Dobnidja failed to materialize. Tlie Bulgarians had expected that the 
area would be ceded to them but tlie Treatv' of Bucharest placed it under joint 
Austro-German-Bulgarian control. Radoslavov resigned, complaining that Bul¬ 
garia had been treated more like a conquered enemy than a victorious ally. Nor 
w’ere the Bulgarians allow'ed to purchase sizeable quantities of grain in Ukraine. 
A Bulgarian officer sent to the area in 1918 was deliberately delav'ed in Budapest 
and Lvov so that he could not arrive before Austrian officials, and when the port 
of Odessa did come into use another Bulgarian offic-er had to resort to the threat 
of forc-e to prevent Austrian soldiers unloading a cargo of food destined for Bul¬ 
garia. Bv the summer of 1918 the food shortages in Bulgaria were critical and 
were affec-ting front-line troops as well as civilians. 
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By September 1918 the Bulgarian am^ was thoroughly <fetnoralized. Ill-fed, 
ill-supplied with ammunition, resentful at the privations of its families and at 
the comparative well-being of Germans in nearby trenches, the Bulgarian sol¬ 
dier was in no slate to meet the onslau^t which well-equipped troops under 
Sarrail’s successor. General Franchet d’Esperey, launched from Salonika in 
August. By the middle of September the Bulgarian army was retreating into 
the narrow defiles of the Struma valley where it was a juicy target for allied pilots. 
By tlie end of the montli discontent was manifest both amongst troops and civil¬ 
ians. On 27 September a Bulgarian delegation arrived in Salonika to sue for 
peace. An armistice was signed on 29 September. Bulgaria, the last state to join 
the German-dominated coalition, had become the first to leave it. In doing so 
it precipitated the final collapse of the Central Powers. 

MOitary action in the Balkans did not cease with the Bulgarian armistice. 
On 10 November, after Austria-Hungary had accepted allied peace terms, the 
Romanians re-entered the fray, desperate to establish some claim to the spoils 
which would now be available. 

Surprisingly, perhaps, the final collapse of the Central Powers in the Balkans 
had come about through social deprivation rather than national tensions. In 
1914 5,000 Bosnian Serbs had joined the Serbian army’s 1st Serbian Volunteer 
Division and there were three battalions of Hercegovenians in the Montenegrin 
army, but most of the Habsburg monarchy’s south Slav subjects remained loyal 
to their emperor and his army. This the Serbs did not forget. 
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Turkey enters % A ^ Ottoman government entered into a secret alliance witli 

the war \m \t (icrmanv on 2 August 1914 it did so because of its concern for the 

W W balance of power in the Near East. Germany, in turn, saw the oppor¬ 
tunity to add to its militar\- strength and to launch a holy war, which might 
foment rebellion across Asia and Africa among the Muslim peoples of the 
Entente empires. With its cabinet divided, Turkey’s foreign policy was domin¬ 
ated by an inner group vv'ho .saw involvement in Great Power politics as a means 
to avoid the further fragmentation of the Ottoman empire, but who were 
ihemselv es split as to vv'hether the Central Powers or the Entente presented tlie 
best option. In one sense Turkey’s decision was made for it b)' Entente indif¬ 
ference; Ottoman neutralitv', which the British favoured, would not enable the 
Young Turks to escape the spiral of territorial decline and Bnancial indebted¬ 
ness. In another it was eased by German .ships ;uid CJerman gold. By late Octolier 
1914 the men who dominate<l the central committee of the ruling Ittihat ve 
Terakki (Union iind Progress) partv were briefly but suHiciently agreed to 
release the Turkish fleet into the Black Sea to attack Russia’s naval bases. 
War was declared at the beginning of November, and holy war proclaimed two 
weeks later. 

The leading figures of the Ottoman government were inspired by the hope of 
regaining at least some of the former possessions the empire had lost in pre¬ 
vious decades, both in Europe and elsewhere. Moreover, some of the most 
influential ministers, and their .supporters in the partv, were determined to 
expand eastwanl into the Caspian region and bevond. ThLs 'pan-Turanian' dream 
was accompanied by the firm determination of practicall)' everyone to restore 
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the Ottoman empire to the status of a fully sovereign state, that is, to abolish 
the capitulatory system and variotis other special privileges which certain 
foreign governments had been granted by the (Xtoman sultan in tlie past. 

Tlie empire was in no particular position to fight against some of the major 
powers of the world, but with brave soldiers and with growing technical 
assistance from its central European allies, it kept going for four 
long years. Apart from having a chronically emptv’ treasury, 
limited industrial facilities, and a woefully underdeveloped 
transportation system, the sprawling empire of the Turks was 
also severely hanchcapped in its war effort by the existence of 
several large ethnic-religious population groups whose 
loyalty to the sultans government was, at Ivest, uncertain. 

Some Kurdish tribes were reluctant to abide by the rules 
and regulations issued by the authorities, while a good 
mans' Arabs, Armenians, and Greeks dreamt of greater 
autonomv for the regions they lived in or even of outright 
separation from the Ottoman empire. 

W’ith a total population of well over 20 million, the 
Ottoimm empire was able to recruit approximately 3 million 
soldiers during the (Jreat W’ar, but due to high rates of 
casualties, and even higher rates of disease and desertion, the 
sultan s army at any one lime rarely had more than 500,000 men 
under arms. At the beginning of the war, roughly .seventeen 
Ottoman divisions were deployed in the region around Istanbul 
(Constantinople), ten divisions in eastern Anatolia, seven divisions in 
S)Tia/Pale.stine, four divisions in the Arabian penimsula (Ilijazand Yemen), and 
two divisions in Mesopotamia (Iraq). During the next three years, several add¬ 
itional divisions were fonned, and many of the existing ones redeployed. In 
1916, for example, seven divisions were transferred to various European theatres 
of war, namely two to C>alicia. three to Romania, iuid two to Mac'edonia. The two 
divisions dispatched to Ctalicia made a valiant contribution to the consolidation 
of the eastern front after the Bnisilov offensive mid suffered heavy casualties. 

As the war dragged on, most Ottoman divisions became vvoefuUv under¬ 
staffed and suffered from growing shortages of draft animals, equipment, and 
weaponry. Indeed, in some theatres of war, manvTurkish .soldiers were dressed 
in rags and had totally inadequate footwear. Beginning in the autumn of 1914, 
and much more so from mid-1915 on, Germany and (on a much smaller scale) 
the Austro-Hungarian monarchy transferred military, naval, and aviation spe¬ 
cialists, as well as small units of service and combat troops, to Turkey. They also 
sent numerous trainloacls of coal and equipment to Lstanbul. In 1917, Germa¬ 
ny’s contribution to Ottoman combat strength was further raised, when around 
six battalions of infantry and machine gunners were transferred to Syria. Called 
the Asienkorps, these units, plus smsill groups of gunners and combat engin¬ 
eers, would provide much needed support to the Ottoman divisions in 
Palestine. 



Serving as minister of 
the interior from 1909 to 
1911, and again from 
1913 onwards, Mehmet 
Taiat Bey (later Pasha) 
was probably the most 
influential member of 
the Ittihaf veTerakki 
regime. In February 1917, 
he formally became 
head oftheOttoman 
cabinet as grand vizier. 
After the war he lived in 
Berlin, where he was 
assassinated by an 
Armenian student in 
1921. Called by Russian 
foreign minister Sazonov 
'the most infamous 
figure of our time', 
Taldt’s mortal remains 
were solemnly 
transferred to Istanbul 
in 1944. 
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Narrow gauge tracks 
leading to a partially 
rmlshed tunnel on 
the Baghdad line. On 
9 October 1918, just 
three weeks before the 
Armistice of Mudros 
took the Ottoman 
empire out of the war, 
a standard-gauge 
track through the 
Taurus Mountains was 
completed, thus 
allowing for the first 
time uninterrupted train 
service between the 
Bosporus and Syria. 


While, under peacetime laws, ('hristiun and Je\vi.sh citizen.s of the Ottoman 
empire were eligible for militars' .service, most of those soldiers were transferred 
into (unarmed) laixtnr battalions in 1915. Among the exceptions was Moshe 
Shertok, who senetl as a warrant ttfUc'er on the Mac-etlonian fnnit anti later, 
thanks to his knowledge of languages, as an interpreter for a (Jerman unit com¬ 
mander in Palestine. Under his new name, Sharett, he would become the prime 
mini.ster of Israel in 1953. 

Following the ascent of the Young Turks to power, the Ottoman officer coqjs 
had Ireen drastically rejuvenated. As a result, supreme command during the war 
vears was exercised by a generiil barelv 32 vears old in 1914. Ent er Pasha, who 
held lx>tli the post of war minister and that of vice-generalissimo (acting on 
behalf of the powerless Sultan Mehmet V), although he was assisted ajul advised 
by several well-trained German staff officers, including Major General Fried¬ 
rich Bronsart von Schellendorff (1914—17) .md Major (»eneral Hans von Seeckt 
(1918), Envers conilucl of the war at all times was govenieil bv what he (and his 
associates in the cabinet and in the Ittihat ve Terakki party) [verceived to be 
in his country’s best interest. Among those associates, Mehmet Talat was 
undoubtedlv the most important, .serving first as minister of the interior (1913 
to July 1918) and then aLso as grand vizier (Februaiy 1917—October 1918). 
The radical and nationalistic policies of Talat and his supporters were at least 
occasionally curbed by a more moderate (and less Germanophile) group headed 
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A Kurdish cavalry 
squadron behind the 
Transcaucasian tront. 
The white horses 
provided some 
camouflage in the 
snow-covered high 
plateaux of eastern 
Anatolia. 


by Mehmet Cavil Bey, who ran the Ministry of Finance in 1914 and again from 
February' 1917 on. 

Like Enver, almost all Ottoman army and corps commanders were in their 
thirties, usually holding the rank of brigadier or colonel. Moreover, most Ottoman 
divisions were headed bv mere lieutenant colonels who were .sometimes even 
younger than that. Many of these young warriors would play a major role in 
Turkish nationiil life during the next five dec-ades. The most famous of them were 
Mtistafa Kemal Pasha (later Ataliirk), president of Turkey 1923-38; and Mustafa 
Ismet Pasha (Inonii), who followed Atatiirk as president {1938-50) and .served 
as prime minister of Turkey on three different occasions, with his last tenure in 
office extending from 1961 to 1965. But there were many other war veterans 
with similar longevity’, such as Ahmet Fevzi {Qakinak), chief of the general staff 
until 1944; and K^m (Karabekir) and Ali Ihsan (Sabis), who both sal in the 
Turkish Natioiuil Assembly until their deaths in 1948 and 1957 respectively. 

While most of the youthful Ottoman army leaders brouglit energy and ^lan to 
their tasks, they often lacked experience in the finer points of staff work, espe¬ 
cially in logistic's, and thereby taxed the patience of many German officers 
who served with or under them. The most .senior German militarv figures in 
Ottoman service—General Otto Liman von Sanders {1913—18), Admiral Guido 
von Usedom {1914—18), Field Marshal Colmar Biuxin von der Goltz {1914-16), 
and General Erich von Falkenhayn (1917—18)—suffered numerous bouts of 
fnistration over the conduct of some of their Turkish c-olleagues, but all of them 
remained great admirers of the stamina and tenacity of the ordinary Anatolian 
soldier. 

The general underdevelopment of the Ottoman empire was most strikingly 
reflected in its transportation system. The railway network in 1914 had 3,580 
miles of track serving an area of 679,360 square miles. The so-called Baghdad 
line, with a total length of 580 miles, had three big gaps in it, necessitating multiple 
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Anatolia and 
Transcaucasia 


During the deportation 
of the Armenian 
population from the 
eastern provinces of the 
Ottoman empire In 1915 
and subsequent years, 
hundreds of thousands 
were massacred 
en route or died of 
hunger and disease. 


loadings and reloadings for all personnel or supplies moving between Istanbul 
and the eastern and south-eastern regions of the empire—Mesopotamia, Svria, 
Palestine, Arabia, etc. During the latter part of the war, tunnels through both 
the Taurus and Amanus ranges were completed, but the large gap existing in the 
region east of the Euphrates river was only partly closed lyefore the end of hostil¬ 
ities. The Ottoman regions adjacent to Russia had no train service at all, requiring 
transportation by oxcart and foot marches over primitive roads from the nearest 
raillieads of 370 miles or more. As for the Ottoman garrisons in the Hijaz, they 
depended on a rickets’ pilgrim railway extending from Sviia to Medina, while 
the Ottoman MI Corps in Yemen was completely cut off from the rest of the 
empire by impassable deserts and mountains. 

With onK’ a few roads in passable shape, maritime transport would have lieen 
of great value to the Turks, especially in the Black Sea, the eastern Mediterranean, 
and the Red Sea, but massive allied naval superioriU’ in all of these waters 
(except parts of the Black Sea) made it all but impossible for the Turks to use 
these sea lanes during the war. If one considers that coal and other fuels were in 
short suppiv or located in inaccessible places, it is amazing that the Ottoman war 
elTort did not collapse any sooner than it did. 

The first major Turkisli ckishes with the enemy occurred in eastern Anatolia, 
where units of the Ru-ssian ('aiicasus Annv advanced to Koprii-Koi and inflicted 
heavy losses on the Ottoman 3rd Army. In mid-December 1914 the Turks 
launched <ui ambitious counter-ofiensive. Personally direc-ted by Enver Pasha, 
the operation involved a haziirdous flanking movement by scweral Ottoman 
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divisions through snow-covered mountains and hi^ plateaux. The operation 
soon got bogged down around the Rus.sian r ailh ead of Sarikamish, and large 
numbers of Ottoman soldiers were either killed in action or froze to death. Many 
others were captured, including the commander of IX Corps and three divisional 
commanders. (Two of them eventually escaped and returned to Turkey.) 

This catastrophe in the Armenian highlands cost the Turks well over 60,000 
men and over 60 guns, but just as in the spectacular defeat of General Samzo- 
nov’s army in the battle of Tannenbei^ four months earlier, it did not mean the 
end for the losing side. With their ranks gradual^ being replenished and placed 
under a new commander, Mahmut Kamil Pasha, the seventeen divisions of the 
Ottoman 3rd Army engaged in a war of movement around Lake Van and else¬ 
where for the remainder of the year. 

It was during this campaign that die Infamous Armenian deportations began. 
Citing Armenian rebelliousness and collaboration with the Russians (which in a 
few localities was certainly true), die Ottoman authorities in April 1915 launched 
a brutal programme of deportations and massacres In the eastern provinces 
which would continue into 1916 and cost hundreds of thousands of men, women, 
and children their lives. According to oHicial Turkish pronouncements, the total 
toll was less than half a miUion and was a regrettable by-product of a legitimate 
national security programme. Most Armenians and many western liistorians 
regard the ‘deportations' as a deliberate attempt at genocide which victimized at 
least a million people and probably more. 

The year 1916 brought fresh defeats to the Turks. Under its new commander, 
Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, the Russian Caucasus Army launched a sur¬ 
prise winter offensive along the whole front. On 16 February Russian units 
seized the obsolete fortress of Erzurum, capturing over 13,000 Turks in the pro¬ 
cess. Other Russian units, supported by strong naval forces, occupied the prin¬ 
cipal Black Sea port city of Trabzon on 18 April, thereby further islocating the 
supply services of the Ottoman 3rd Army. The latter was now led by the fiery 
Ferit Vehip Pasha (who would end his career in 1935/6 advising the emperor of 
Abyssinia during the Italian invasion of that country). Despite great effort, the 
Turks suffered further setbacks during the following weela, losing Bayburt on 
16 July and Erzincan and 17,000 prisoners nine days later. 

Because of the existing bottlenecks in the Baghdad line, the transfer of 'fresh' 
Ottoman divisions from Gallipoli and Thrace to eastern Anatolia took six months 
to complete, and it was only in August that the Ottoman 2nd Army, under Ahmet 
Izzel Pa-sha (Furga?), was ready to strike into tiie left flank of the Russian Cau¬ 
casus Army from the region around Diyaibakir. Though Izzet's troops recap¬ 
tured some lost ground, including the towns of Bitlis and (temporarily) Mu§ 
(west of Lake Van), no decisive blows were delivered, and the east Anatolian 
front eventually froze in place. By the end of 1916, nearly half of all Ottoman 
troops had been deployed against the Russian adversary, a point often over¬ 
looked in western accounts of the war. 

The year 1917, the year of the Russian revolutions, would increasingly bring 
relief to the Turks in eastern Anatolia; indeed, during the summer hostilities 
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A company of Ottoman 
infantry on the march. 
Well clad and properly 
equipped at the 
beginning of the war, 
many Turkish regiments 
would eventually became 
groups of emaciated 
figures in rags and 
without adequate 
footwear. 


died down ulinost everywhere in that theatre. Once the Bolshe\iks took power 
in Pelrogratl, formal armi.stic'es were eonchided both at Brest-Litovsk (affecting 
the eiLstem front in Etirope) and at Erzincan (governing the ceasefire in 
ea.stem Anatolia). With the Rii.ssiiui CauciLsns Armv rapidly disintegrating and 
the peoples of Transcaticasia a.sserting their independence from Lenin’s 
regime, the Ottoman government .saw a welcome opportunity' to regain its lost 
territories and, indeed, to establish control o\ er most of Transcaucasia. As a 
result, on 12 Febniars' 1918 Ottoman tnxips began crossing the armistice lines 
against minimal resistance from Armenian and (later) some Georgian units. 
Advancing steadiK' eastward, the Ottoman I Caucasus Coqis, under Kazim 
Karabekir Pasha, took Erzincan on 13 Februars’, Erzurum on 12 March, and 
then closed up to the Ironler. Simultaneouslv, the II (’aticasus Corps, untler 
Shesket Pasha, moved along the coast toward the pre-war Russo-Turkish 
border, talking Trabzon on 17 February. Further south, the Ottoman IV Cau¬ 
casus C^orps, under Ali Ihsan (.Sabis), likevsise made good progress, recap- 
tiiring Van and reaching the pre-war borders with Persia and Russia by the 
second week of April. 


86 



TURKEY’S WAR 



ShortI)' tliereafler the Turks continued tlieir advance, occupying the regions 
they had lost to Russia in 1878. They took the port city of Batuin on 15 April and 
the great Russian fortress of Kars about ten davTS later. Despite CJerinan protest.s, 
tiu-y then moved on in the direciion of Tbilisi and Baku. Wliile the (Jennans 
sent troops to (Jeorgia to keep that newlv created republic out of Turkisli hasids. 
they were unable to bloc-k the ‘Army of Islam' from moving towards the (Caspian 
Sea. (’omposed of over 10.000 Azerbaijani volunteers and about 6,000 Ottoman 
soldiers, that task forc-e was ctmunanded by Enver Pasha's younger brotlier, 
Lieuteiiiuit Colonel Nuri Bev (Killigil), and reached Kurdamir, half-way between 
Elizavetpol and Baku, by mid-July. \\’ith help from a small British unit under 
Major General L. C. Dunster\ille, the newly fonnetl 'Ceiitrocaspiiui Dictator¬ 
ship', made up of Sociiil Re\ olutionaries and Armenian natioiiiilists. successfully 
defended the city agmnst Nuri’s troops until 15 Septemlier, but then departed 
under chaotic conditions. 

The Turkish conquest of oil-rich Baku was greatly re.sented both by Lenin's 
government in Moscow and bv the C»ermans, but neither could do much about 
theyoit accompli. The wrath of Berlin was heightened by the fact that the 
Ottoman armies in the other theatres of war, especially in Iraq and Palestine, 
were on the brink of collapse and badly needed support from units now squan¬ 
dered on the Turkish drive to the east. Suffice it to note that the Turks stayed in 
Baku until November, when tliev slowly withdrew from all Trancaucasian 
regions of the defunct Russian empire. 

As soon as Ottoman intervention had become clear, Anglo-Indian troops had 
landed in the Shat el Arab and, after overcoming weak Turkish resistance. 


General Otto Liman von 
Sanders in Malta. 

Having successfully 
defended Gallipoli In 
1915, he reluctantly 
accepted command of 
the crumblIngTurkish 
front In Palestine in 
February 1918.The scion 
of a wealthy bourgeois 
family {his grandparents 
were converts from 
Judaism), Liman was 
unique among German 
generals in the Ottoman 
empire in surrounding 
himself with capable 
Turkish staff officers 
and adjusting his tactics 
to local circumstances. 


Mesopotamia 
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Persia 


reached Basra on 22 November 1914. By the end of the year, the British had 
advanced to the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Despite harsh 
climatic conditions, they gradual^ moved up both rivers and had reached 
Selman Pak, about 30 miles south of Baglidad, by early October 1915. 

The first Ottoman commander in Iraq, Colonel Subhi Bey, had been taken 
prisoner in December 1914; his successor, lieutenant Colonel Suleyman Askeri, 
had committed suicide in April 1915. Appointed in his stead. Colonel Yusef 
Nur-ed-Din eventually slowed down the British advance. By the time the eld¬ 
erly German field marshal Baron von der Goltz reached Baghdad to take charge 
of the situation in both Iraq and Persia in early December 1915, Nur-ed-Din’s 
troops had repulsed a major attack by General Charles Townshend’s 6th (Poona) 
Division at Ctesiphon and subsequently encircled it at Kut al Amara. Four months 
later, after several British attempts to relieve him had failed. Townshend and his 
men surrendered to the new leader of what was now known as the Ottoman 6tli 
Army, Brigadier Halil Pasha (Kut). One of Envers youthful uncles, Hald, would 
continue as senior commander in the Iraq/Persia theatre until June 1918, losing 
Baghdad (in March 1917), Samara (in April 1917), Tikrit (in November 1917), and 
Hit (on tlie Euphrates, in March 1918) to the strongly reinforced Anglo-Indian 
forces arrayed against him. Under his successor, Ali Ihsan (SIbis). the Ottoman 
6th Army temporarily rallied against the British but was eventuaUy pushed back 
towards Mosul. 

According to the official British history of The Campaign in Mesopotamia, 
1914-1918. the Anglo-Indian forces deployed in Iraq during the war numbered 
close to 890,000 officers and men. of whom over 27,600 died of wounds or dis¬ 
ease, while approximately 51,400 were wounded and close to 13,500 went miss¬ 
ing or were taken prisoner. The Ottoman forces employed in that theatre were 
only about half that number, but their casualties were equally heavy, especially 
as a result of logistic bottlenecks wliich condemned many Tbridsh soldiers to go 
hungry and without shoes for long periods of time. 

Since parts of ‘neutral’ Persia were garrisoned by both Russian and British 
troops, the Turks, encouraged by Berlin, invaded northern Persia in late 1914 
and had advanced as far as Tabriz by January 1915. Russian troops counter-attacked 
and eventually pushed the Turks back to the border. During the next two years, 
the Turks, widi the support of some Persian irregular forces and a handful of 
German officers, en^ged in intermittent fighting against a Russian exped¬ 
itionary cavalry corps under General N. N. Baratov, but once the Bolsheviks 
took over in the autumn of 1917, the task of resisting the Turks in Persia fell 
more and more on British shoulders. 

Wliile ‘neutral’ Persia found itself turned into a battlefield between the two 
hostile camps and suffered accordin^y, the Germans also launched several small 
expeditions through Persia to reach Afghanistan and incite its ruler and people 
to action against the Entente. ’The Turks, who had aspirations of their own in 
central Asia, gave litde support to these German efforts and frequently blocked 
them altogether. 
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As soon its the Turks hatl entered the war, on 3 November 1914. an Anglo-French 
naval squadron had bombarded the outer forts guarding the Dartlanelles. 
Three and a half months later, on 20 Februarv 1915. a more sj’stematic naval 
attack was launched which culminated in a major battle on 18 March, during 
which several allied battleships were sunk or crippled in a newK- laid Turkish 
minefield. By the time British empire and French colonid troops, under the 
overall command of Sir Ian Hamilton, were landed on 25 April on both sides of 
the Dardanelles, the Ottoman defences had been elTectiveK’ reorganized and 
reinforced under the direction of General Liman von Sanders and Admiral \ on 
Usedom. Although British and Anzac troops repeatedly came close to seizing 
the commanding heights of the Gallipoli peninsula. General Liman von Sand¬ 
ers’s 5tli Army, supported by units of the Ottoman 2nd Army and some (German 
naviil gunners, eventually presailed and the allied divisions, now commanded 
by Sir Charles Monro, withdrew from their bridgeheads in December 1915 and 
January 1916. 

It was during the C>allipoli campaign that dievoung commander of the Ottoman 
igth Division, Lieutenant Colonel Mustafa Kemal (Atatiirk), first made a name 
for himself by bold and decisive action, and was eventually elevated to a major 
sector command, taking charge of the ‘Anaforta Group’. The succ'essful defence 
of the Dardanelles not only heightenetl the pride and self-confidence of the 
Turks but also contributed to the weakening of the Russian woir effort by keeping 
a vital communications route between Russia and the west closed. This great 
Ottoman achievement, was bought at a high cost in lives and equipment, and 
several Turkish divisions had to be rebuilt from scratch in 1916. 

Even before entering the war, the Turks had begun preparing for a descent on 
Egvpt. Encoiuaged by Berlin, an e.vpeditionarv corps of alxnrt 20,000 men set 


The Gallipoli landings 
were conducted without 
specialized landing 
crait, and the Australian 
1st Division, whose 
headquarters staff are 
shown going ashore on 
the morning of 25 April 
1915. was landed at the 
wrong place. But from 
them grew the Anzac 
legend, created almost 
single-handedly by 
Charles Bean, the war 
correspondent who took 
the photograph. 
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out in January 1915 on a forced march through the Sinai desert, but its attempt 
to cross the Suez Canal failed. While overall command in this theatre of war was 
in the hands of General Ahmet Cemal Pasha (a leading member of the Ittihat ve 
Terakld party, and simultaneous^ also navy minister in the cabinet), the front-line 
action in the Sinai and soudtem Palestine was directed increasingly by a Bavarian 
colonel, Friedrich Baron Kress von Kressenstein, who eventually, in 1917, was 
named commander of the CHtoman 8th Army. 

After numerous smaller raids, a second major advance to the Suez Canal was 
attempted by the Turks in July 1916, but they were effectively repulsed in the 
battle of Romani. Thereafter, British empire forces slowly worked their way 
north through the Sinai desert- Pushed back in the first two battles of Gaza, they 
broke through the Turkish lines in the third Gaza battle and captured Jerusalem 
in December 1917. By that time, the former head of the German supreme army 
command (OHL), General Erich von Falkenhayn, had arrived with a large staff 
of German officers—initially to plan the recovery of Baghdad but in practice to 
direct the defence of Palestine. However, his military setbacks as well as growing 
friction with various Ottoman dignitaries led to his recall in February 1918. 

To replace him as commander of‘Army Group Yilderim'. Enver Pasha sent 
General Liman von Sanders to Palestine. With three exhausted and undermanned 
Ottoman armies under his command, he tried desperately to get reinforcements 
and supplies for the coming showdown witli General Allenby’s forces, but his 
efforts were largely in vain. By September 1918, the thinly held Ottoman front 
line ran from the Mediterranean coast north of Jaffa roughly east-south-east 
through the Judaean hills into the high plateaux east of the Jordan river. The 
opening British attack, launched on 19 September, rapidly smashed the Ottoman 
8th Army under General Cevad Pasha (<^banli), forcing the adjacent 7th Army, 
under Brigadier Mustafa Kemal Pasha (Atatilrk), to pull in its right wing. In the 
area east of the Jordan river, the 4th Army, under Brigadier Mersinli Cemal 
Pasha, likewise soon found itself threatened by potential flank attacks, and Gen¬ 
eral Liman von Sanders Irimself barely escaped capture during a cavalry raid on 
Nazareth. During the next six weeks, the remnants of his army group (Thrks, 
Germans, and a handful of Austro-Hungarians) retreated northward under 
steady harassment from the air and by roving Arab bands. By late October, 
Allenby’s forces had overrun all of Palestine and Lebanon plus most of Syria, 
taking 75,000 prisoners in the process. 

Faced with the utter rout of its forces in Palestine and threatened by allied 
troops advancing throu^ the Balkan peninsula, the Ottoman government, now 
headed by General Izzet Pasha (Furga^), opened armistice negotiations with the 
British on 20 Ortober. After prolonged discussions, during which the French 
vainly tried to secure a seat at the table, on 30 October the Ottoman delegation, 
headed by Navy Minister Hiis^n Rauf Bey (Orbay), signed the armistice agree¬ 
ment aboard Sir Somerset A. Gough-Calthorpes flagship, HMS Agamemnon, 
off the island of Lemnos. 

While the armistice of Mudros effectively took Turkey out of the war, some 
Ottoman garrisons held on to their positions for a while longer. In Medina, for 
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instance, the Turks proved reluctant to leave. In Mosul, facing British demands 
after the armistice for the surrender of the town, the local commander initially 
refused to comp^. The fact that the British only^inedpossessionofMosulinmid- 
November 1918 would later cause controvert over the legal st^us of the area. 

After bargaining witli both the British and his nominal Ottoman overlords, the Arabia 
grand sherif of Mecca, Hussein, threw in his lot with the western allies. In June 
1916 he proclaimed the independence of the Hijaz and launched assaults on 
the Ottoman garrisons in Mecca and Medina. Mecca quickly surrendered, while 
the Ottoman troops in Medina irore able to hold out until the end of the war. 

During the next two and a half years, Arab insurgents, guided by Colonel T. E. 

Lawrence and other British officers, would conduct raids against the Hijaz 
railway and isolated Turkish army posts. Eventually, Husseins followers would 
participate in large numbers in General Allenbys last great offensive, harassing 
the retreating Turkish columns and occupying a number of important towns 
along the way, including Damascus. Their expectation of huge rewards in the 
post-war peace settlement would, however, prove largely mistaken. 

The intervention of the Ottoman empire on the side that lost the war ultimately 
led to its disintegration and opened the door to drastic political changes 
througliout the Middle East. However, before they suffered defeat and the dis¬ 
memberment of their sprawling empire, the Turks played a remarkably active 
role in the Great War and contributed to its geographical extension and, at least 
indirectly, to both its prolongation and its intensification. Both by their military 
efforts and by launching a potentially dangerous programme of subversion and 
Islamic propaganda in various regions of Asia and Africa, especially in the 
Maghreb, the Ibrks tied down large contingents of British empire and Russian 
troops (as well as a smaller number of French and Italian divisions) wliich might 
otherwise have been used against die Central Powers in Europe. Perhaps even 
more important, with minimal help from their German and Austro-Hungarian 
allies, the Turks successfully prevented the use of the Black Sea Straits for com¬ 
munications between Russia and her western allies and thereby contributed 
significantly to the weakening of the tsarist war effort. The alliance witli the 
Turks cost the Gennans a great deal of money—^roughly 5 billion marks in loans 
and credits, part of it paid in gold and silver—but there can be no doubt that the 
Turks contributed more than their fair share to die common war effort of the 
Central Powers. 

After 1918, bitter criticism of die Itlihat ve TeraWd wartime leaders and of 
their support of die Central Powers dominated official debate in Turkey for over 
two decades, but in more recent years Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha, and most of 
their numerous associates in the government and the party have gradually been 
rehabihtated in the public mind and in the historical literature of Turkey. 
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A frica became involved in tlie CJreat War in 1914 because most of tlie 
continent wus under Etiropean imperial control. Initial attempts to 
keep the continent neiitnil fiiiled; Africa’s economic resources, its stra¬ 
tegic ports, lines of communication, and radio stations inevitably drew the col¬ 
onies into what became a total war. In a conflict that was not its own, the peoples, 
resources, and materials of Africa were mobilized for the European war effort. 
Much of the fighting was done by locally recruited troops. Among tlie first 
British shots of the war were tho.se firetl by African troops invading the CJerman 
colonv of Togoland; and Genmui Afrit“an soldiers (askorts) led liy Oneral von 
Lettow-V^orbeck in East Africa fought on until after the armistic'e was announced 
in Europe in Novemlier 1918. In a global conflict the campaigns in Africa were 
minor sideshows, ('ompared to people in Europe, most Africans hardly felt the 
direct impact of the war, other than in East and Central Africa where the death 
toll and devastation were high. Nevertheless, the war touched tlie lives of mil¬ 
lions of Africans who were aflectetl by its economic, social, and political 
consequences. 

Bv August 1914 most of Africa ha<l been recently divided lietween the Euro¬ 
pean powers. In many of those territories colonial administrative control was 
thinly spread and tenuoiLS. Germany’s four colonies of Togoland, Kamemn, 
South West Africa, and German East Africa were weakly defended, posed little 
threat to neighbouring French and British territories, .md were isolated by allied 
control of the high seas. In a two-week campaign Gennan Togoland, in West 
Africa, was quicklv" overrun by British and French c-olonial forces. The larger 
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colony of Kamenm reqiiiretl more efiort invoMng naval and inilitan' forces Soldiersofthe Nigerian 

against much slifTer Gennan resistance; German troops retreated to the nor- Brigade, West African 

them plateau, where they eventu;iDv siirrentlered in Fehruars' 1016. The con- Force, 

‘ • • 111 ' 1 disembarking at Lindi in 

quest ot South West Atnca was undertaken inainJy by white tnmps, supported German East Africa in 

by African labour, from South Africa. The inilitars' campaign was briefly delayed December 1917 . Britain’s 

by a revolt of Afrikaner republicans opposed to South Africa’s participation in West African colonies 

the war. In September and Dec-emlier 1914 British and South African forces Provided soldiers and 

captured tiie coastal towns of Lucferitz and Swikopmund and drove the Ger- African campaign. 

mans out of W'alsis Bay. Greatly outnumbererl. the Ciemian forces, composed Officially all the men 

niiiinly of Europeans, retreated northwanls aiul Rnally surrendered at Tsunieb volunteers but in 

in JuK’ 1915- As diey advanced into the colonv the South Africans built a new reality many were sent 

riulway which provided a supply bne lor the war and also tied the tiefeated quotas 

Gennan territory more closely to the Union. 

The campaign in East Africa was the most costly and destnictive and lasted 
until late 1918. The British had the militarv' advantage over the Gennans with 
control of the sea and larger militarv forces. General von Lettow-\'orbeck, the 
German ciimmander. never had more than 15,000 soldiers whereas the allies 
eventually had an army of 100,000 men drawn from India, South Africa, East, 
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Despite the often 
harsh German colonial 
rule In East Africa, 
General Paul von 
Lettow-VorbecK was 
able to keep the loyalty 
of his soldiers {askaris) 
throughout the war.This 
photograph shows 
the German column 
marching through 
Portuguese East Africa 
in 1918.The force 
eventually surrendered 
In Northern Rhodesia 
after the armistice was 
signed In Europe. 


Ontral, and W'est Africa, the Belgian (’ongo, Ma<laga.scar, and Portngal's major 
African ct)lonies. The Britisli, after a .series of na\'al engagements, soon gained 
control of the large lakes of E<tst and Central Africa. However, their ambition to 
seize German East Africa qiiickls' was dealt a severe blow when an Indian and 
British force failed to capture the port of Tanga in November 1914. Severe 
fighting raged in the Kiliinanjam region anti Cierman flving c-olnmns struck at 
the Uganda railway. By earlv 1916 the Germans had retreatetl sonth towards the 
central niilwav line. At oiding attempts to trap his fort“es, Lettow-\'orl)eck staged 
a tacticiil guerrilla retreat into southern Tanganyika. The German commander 
knew that he could not defeat the allies but continued resistance ensured that 
they would have to cxymmit a large number of troops and vital resources to the 
pursuit of his forces. Despite harsh conditions many a,skflri remained loyal to tlie 
Germ.ms. The small and steadilv depleting force retreated across the river 
Ruviimu into Portuguese East Africa, cnxssed back into Tanganyika, and even¬ 
tually surrendered in Northern Rhodesia. A large swathe of destruction marked 
the paths of the rival armies through East and Central Africa. A few reconnais¬ 
sance aircraft were used, by the C«ennans and South Africans in the South West 
Africa campaign, and by' the British in East Africa. 

Tlie entt^' of the Ottoman empire into the war as an ally of the Central Powers 
in November 1914 posed a threat to BritLsh and French interests in North Africa 
and the Middle East. Ottoman and German propaganda promoted ideas of a 
militant, anti-colonial Islam and this helped to encourage existing and also new 
resistance movements to French expansion in Morocco and the Saliara, Italian 
control of Libya, and the extension of British nde in the Sudan. The security of 
Egypt, and of the strategic Suez Canal route to India and east Asia and the newly 
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acquired oil supplies of southern Persia, >ras vital to Britain’s war effort. Egypt, 
nominally an Ottoman province, but occupied by Britain in 1882, was now 
annexed in the face of considerable popular local exposition. During the war 
Egypt became an important depot for operations against the Turks as well as a 
valuable source of raw cotton for Britain. A defensive line in Sinai guarded the 
Suez Canal against repeated Ottoman attacks. The Sinai front was held 
throughout 1915—16 as the British suffered reverses at tlie DardaneDes and in 
Mesopotamia. However, as the Ottoman military effort weakened in early 1917 
British forces advanced across Sinai and into Palestine. 

In 1914 large parts of Africa had either only recently been subjugated or were 
not yet under formal colonial control. The withdrawal of troops for the war 
interrupted the conquest of Morocco and Libya, and provided opportunities 
for Africans in many parts of the continent either to continue to resist Euro¬ 
pean conquest or to rise in revolt. Colonial wartime policies of taxation, con¬ 
scription, and the commandeering of crops and cattle also led to popular revolts. 
There were serious risings in West Africa in 1915-16, particularly against French 
rule in Niger, Upper Volta, and Soudan: colonial rulers feared that subversive 
Islamic ideas encouraged by Ottoman propaganda might lead to a general anti- 
European revolt. Small revolts, such as that led by John Chilembwe in Nyasa- 
land in 1915 in opposition to recruitment, were quickly crushed. However, 
a larger revolt in 1917 among the Makonde in neighbouring Mozambique, 
mainly sparked off by harsh Portuguese labour conscription policies, was not 
defeated until 1920. Such revolts threatened colonial rule, disrupted the war 
effort, diverted troops to deal with tliem, and resulted In more deaths. By con¬ 
trast, and with few exceptions, the small educated African elites in the British 
and French colonies and in South Africa supported tlie colonial war effort by 
encouraging recruiting and providing Rnancial gifts. They hoped, for the most 
part in vain, that their loyalty would be rewarded by the ending of racial restric¬ 
tions, the extension of citizenship, and new economic and political opportunities 
once the war was over. 

Africa’s human and material contribution to the war effort was considerable. 
The campaigns in tropical Africa were fought with mainly African soldiers but 
France also drew on colonial manpower in order to compensate for its demo¬ 
graphic and thus military weakness against die Germans. General Mangin, in 
1910, advocated the recruitment of a large West African army, la force noire, to 
be used as garrison troops in North Africa, thus freeing French regiments for 
use against the Germans. However, 1 ^ die autumn of 1914 diousands of West 
African tirailleurs were on the western front confronting the Germans. As the 
war continued so the French sou^t to recruit even more troops from their trop¬ 
ical African colonies, using chiefs as recruiting a^nts. By 1918 manpower needs 
were desperate and the conscription campaign in West Africa vwis entrusted to 
Blaise Diagne, the African deputy from Senegal, w^io was given the rank of com¬ 
missioner. In the face of revolt and strong resistance he raised 63,000 men. To 
avoid conscription in all colonies men fled to the bush and sometimes whole 
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France conscripted 
more than 170,000 
black soldiers from 
Africa for the war effort. 
The Tirailleurs 
S4n6galais. mainly 
recruited In West Africa, 
fought in France, the 
Balkans, and later In 
Russia, as well as 
serving as garrison 
troops In North Africa. 

In this photograph men 
of the 1st Regiment 
parade with their 
colours. 


villages crossed frontiers. Throughout the war the 
French had a total of 171,000 West African soldiers 
.serving in Enro[ie. with others in the Levant. A 
slightly smaller number came from the North African 
colonies, aiul 45.000 from Madagascar. At the end of 
the war African regiments served as occupation 
troops in the Rliineland, to a chorus of Gennan and 
some allied disapproval, as well as in Hungary; Bul¬ 
garia, and Turkey’. French African casualties in 
Europe numbered well over 80.000 men. 

Unlike the French, the other European colonial 
powers in Africa did not raise large annies for service 
outside the c-ontinent. Most colonial armies were 
small forces of a few thousand locally recruited men, 
le<l by vv'hite officers, and intended for internal securitv 
roles ajid to .safeguard frontiers. Tliey were infantry' 
armed with a few pieces of light artillery and machine 
guns, certainly not equipped or trained for a inotlem 
war. Tire largest of these gendarmerie forces was the 
15,000-strong Force Piihlique in the Belgirui (>ongo. 
British. German, Italian, and Portugue.se colonial 
annies were considerably smaller; for example, the 
Nigerian Regiment of the W’est African Frontier 
Force numbered barely 5,000 men in 1914. On the 
outbreak of war the small British garri.son in Sotith Africa was withdrawn ami tire 
defence of the Union rested with the retvntly created Defence Force, a small 
profession;d c-orps whicli in an emergency was supplemented by a volunteer 
burgher force of 30,000. 

From the start of the wju" iill the imperial powers exjianded their African colo¬ 
nial annies, enlisting con.scripts and .some volunteers. African forc-es were used 
in the various militaiy campiiigns within the continent. For example, troops 
from British West Africa fought in Togoland and Camenxin, were used to sup¬ 
press internal unrest. iukI were then shipped round the (^ape to serve in the long 
dravvii-out military operations in East Africa. Because of the harsh climatic c-on- 
ditions in Eicst Africa the British decided by 1916 that the campaign would Ire 
fought exclusively with Africiui troops. At the same time, as the imperiid m<m- 
power situation grew more serious, militarv and political voices in London 
demanded that Britain shoidd copv the French ami recruit a large black army 
for service outsiile Africa. Opponents of this policy argued tliat African troops 
were not trained to fight Etiropean armies and tliat they would not Ire able 
to withstand a Euirnrean winter. As it w'as, French strategy after 1915 was to 
withdraw their African regiments from the battle line in winter so that they 
c-ould recxrver in the warmer conditions of southern France. The climatic argu¬ 
ment did not applv to the small number of BritLsh M est Africans who had been 
recniited for service on the rivers of Mesopotamia, to the several thousand 
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Egyjitian labourers svorldng in France, Cape Colotirecl soldiers in the Middle 
East, or to the 20,000 men of the South African Natise Labour Contingent, a 
uniformed but non-combatant force, that ser\'ed behind the hnes on the western 


front in the years 1916-18. In France the Contingent was kept in compounds 
not unlike those used for migrant mine labour in South Africa. Bv 1918 British 
militarv c“ommanders were .seriously toasidering recruiting Africans for combatant 
service in Europe, but the war ended before this became necessary- White 
South African regiments served in Europe, most notablv’ in the bloody engage¬ 
ment at Delville Wood in Julv 1916, the site of the main South African war 
memorial. The tragedy remembered by black South Africans was the sinking of 
the troopship Mendi in Fehruarv' 1917 when 600 men of the Native Labour 
Contingent were drowned in the English Channel. 

All military operations in tropical Africa were hinilered liy climatic conditions, 
disease, and poor communications. Draught animals could not lie use<l as they 
died from trypanosomiasis carried by the tset.se fly. Thus, awa\‘ from the rivers 
and the few railwav’s, the main means of moving supplies was by head carriers, 
who were the ‘hands and feet' of the army. The rival armies required thousands 
of porters to carry munitions and food up to 


The Germans protested 
against France's use ot 
African troops in 
Europe, using It for 
propaganda purposes, 
much as the French and 
their allies exploited the 
German atrocities in 
Belgium and France in 
1914.The German 
prisoner of war, ‘the old 
barbarian', is mocked by 
his 'newly civilized' 
African guard. 


the front line and to evacuate the woundetl. 
Porterage was heav\' work and hated by 
many Africans even in peacetime. In war¬ 
time it was far worse with little reward and 
the added risk of death. Tropical militarv' 
campiiigns required a constant and large 
supply of labourers and these c-ouUl only be 
secured b\' force. Men, even women and 
children, were pressed into servic-e. The 
forced remov'al of men from villages plac-ed a 
heavy burden of production on those left 
behind, principally women, children, and the 
elderly, resulting in fotxl shortages, in some 
cases famine, especially vv'hen the rains failed 
as they did in the East African Protectorate 
in Novemlrer 1917. 

Even short campaigns, such as that against 
the Gennans in Togoland, required thou- 
simds of carriers. The German medical mis¬ 
sionary Albert Schweitzer recalled seeing in 
French Congo in 1914 the emaciated bodies 
of dead carriers King beside the road far 
from the scene of the fighting. The South 
Africans recniited over 35,000 labourers for 
the campaign in South West Africa, men 
needed to build railway lines, cut roads, 
move .stores, unload ships, and carry food 
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and munitions. The long and bitter fighting in East Africa required the largest 
number of carriers, who suffered the most horrifying casualties. The number 
of carriers involved in that campaign is unknown, but a reasonable estimate 
for those recruited by both the Germans and the allies from East and Central 
Africa throughout the war is about i million. 

In the East African Protectorate wages faikd to attract sufficient volunteer 
carriers and pressure from chiefs produced too few men; by 1915 extensive 
impressment be^nandinffiefcJlowingyearcarriers were organized into the Mili¬ 
tary Labour Bureau. Shortages of food and high death rates increased resistance 
to carrier work. The mass levy of 1917 produced only 120,000 carriers and the 
authorities suspended conscription, fearful of its consequences. A recent esti¬ 
mate suggests that over 200,000 of the total male population aged 16-40 were 
enlisted and that the casualty figure reached 50,000, one-eighth of the total 
male population of the Protectorate. The heaviest demand for carriers was in 
German East Africa, where labour was conscripted by both sides. Even the 
small colony of Nyasaland provided more than 200,000 carriers for a conflict 
that Africans called the war of thangata —work without real benefit. Altogether 
the carrier deatli rate in East Africa probably exceeded 100,000, mainly from 
disease and starvation brought about by official incompetence and neglect. 
The British operations in Sinai also required a vast army of Egyptian labourers. 
These were conscripted from among the peasant fellahin to carry, dig, and 
serve the army. Between March 1917 and June igi8 nearly 300.000 labourers 
were enlisted on three-month contracts. A senior British officer said recruit¬ 
ment was ‘a new form of the corvee’, although a recent assessment argues that 
recruitment was only slightly resisted and that service was tolerable and actively 
sought by fellahin because it paid well. The army also required a large number 
of camels and huge quantities of foodstuffs, most of which came from the 
peasant producers of Egypt and the Sudan. Hiousands of North Africans were 
recruited for the vast army of labourers from all over the world that served 
behind the lines in Europe. The French also conscripted 90,000 Algerians for 
work in France because of a severe wartime labour shortage. 

The economic 

impact of the war 


In 1914 the economies of tropical Africa were weak, largely dominated by for¬ 
eign companies, and dependent on the export to Europe of cash crops and min¬ 
erals. Investment in the colonies was meagre; the few railways mainly Unked 
export areas to the coast. In 1914 Europe’s volume of trade vrith tropical Africa 
was relatively small; for Britain and France, the major colonial powers, this 
amounted to less than 3 per cent of their total trade. Commercially the most 
important parts of Africa for Britain and France were South Africa, Egypt, and 
Algeria. South Africa produced ^Id and diamonds, and also large volumes of 
wool and foodstuffs; Egypt >ras a m^r source of cotton; Algeria eqxtrted tobacco, 
wine, and wool to France. The wrar disrupted African economies, arrested the 
meagre flow of investment to the colonies, reduced government revenues, and 
interrupted sliipping and trade routes. In most colonies the war increased tax¬ 
ation and decreased development expenditure on public works programmes and 


98 



THE WAR IN AFRICA 


social welfare. The prices of most African e^)ort commodities fell during the 
war and the colonial terms of trade worsened. Most Africans were economically 
worse off in 1918 than they had been in 1914. Early in the war German markets 
were closed to tropical products by an allied trade embargo. French and British 
merchants and politicians planned to exclude German trading companies perman- 
entiy from African trade, and to this end sarious official and unofficial schemes 
were promoted to protect imperial economic interests once the war was over. 

It took time for the allies to organize colonial production for the war effort. 
The idea of ‘total war’ was new, and ccJonial administratioris, already under¬ 
staffed, lost further personnel to the armed forces. By 1916 serious attempts 
were being made to integrate colonial production into the war economy. The 
trade in strategic minerals and agricultural products came increasingly under 
some form of government direction. For example, the British, having expelled 
Germany from the West African trade, set about ensuring that an increased 
supply of palm oil products and cocoa reached the British market. South Africa 
exported larger quanties of foodstuffs, particularly fruit and meat, to Britain. 
From her mineral-based economy new industries were established to produce 
once imported goods now in short supply. By the end of the war. South Africa 
had the basis of a new steel industry and was manufacturing a range of goods for 
the domestic market. This growth in the economy inevitably led to increased 
migration of people to towns to work in new factories. In South Africa many Afri¬ 
cans and Afrikaners became urban workers; a similar process occurred in Algeria 
but with many Algerian labourers also leaving to work in France. Tliroughout 
Africa the population of towns grew more rapidly as a result of the new demands 
on men and materials for the war. Rapid ud>an growth in Soutli Africa eroded 
the customary and legal lines of racial segregation in housing and employment. 
By 1918 Africans were doing jobs in mines and on farms once reserved for 
whites. Elsewhere in the continent Africans also took over positions in adminis¬ 
tration, commerce, and church that had been vacated by whites. 

Tlie wartime disruption of shipping and trade led to shortages of imported 
goods and price rises. The price inflation touched every part of Africa but 
was particularly marked in towns, where many Africans had come to rely on 
imported goods such as food and kerosene. At the same time the real wages 
of many African workers fell. Prices in South Africa and Algeria doubled in 
the period 1914—18; in Senegal they trebled, and in Madagascar rose fivefold. 
This led to widespread discontent and in some colonies the creation of labour 
unions by clerks, mine, dock, and railway workers, who struck for increased 
wages. Most of these unions were small and easily dealt with by government 
and commercial companies. The largest unions were in South Africa, among 
both black and while workers, and their strikes seriously worried the author¬ 
ities. Striking black miners were forced at bayonet point back to work, while 
many white workers fought fiercely to uphold their privileged labour and 
wage status based on race. At the end of the war the brief post-war economic 
boom of 1919-20 also touched Africa, further pushing up prices and increasing 
discontent. 
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The social impact 
of the war 


South African troops 
of all races fought In 
most of the theatres 
during the war. By 
1917-18the campaign 
against the Germans In 
tropical East Africa was 
a war mainly between 
rival African armies. 
Supply lines were 
maintained by 
conscripted carriers. 
Here a machine gun 
section of the South 
African Cape Corps, 
recruited from coloured 
men. patrols in 
Tanganyika. 


The long drawn-oiit fighting in East Africa severely dislocated the life of 
commtinities and families. This was not confined just to the areas where the 
small militarv engagements took plac-e; the destructive impact was felt over a 
vast area from which men were conscripted ajid cattle and foodstuffs seized for 
the war effort. The long and depredatoA' tentacles of the war suppliers reached 
deep into Kenya, Uganda, the Belgian Congo, Northern Rhodesia, Nyasaland, 
and Portuguese East Africa. Men forced into the war machine went away, never 
to be seen again hv wives and children. To this heavy, but not exactly known, 
number of casualties must be added those wlio died from the disease and famine 
that came with llie war. In East and Central Africa the harshness of the war 
resulted in acute shortages of food with famine in some areas, a weakening of 
populations, and epidemic diseases which killed hundreds of thousands of 
people and also cattle. W'artime destniction and dislocation resulted in serious 
wological consequences as poptilations moved, tlie tsetse fly spread, and land 
was devastate<l. The war jean for many parts of East Africa were truly a period 
of cri.sis. 

In the last year of the war. and in early 1919, the world vv’as hit bv the influenzii 
paiuleinic which in a brief span of six months killed c.30 million people around 
the glol)e, more than all the c-asualties of the war itself. Although the influe-nza 
pandemic was not a result of the war, it came at a time when the authorities were 
distractetl by the war and in a form that they were unal)le to c-ontrol. The paiulemic 
was spread into Africa from Europe anti America along the routes of war and 
rapidlv penetrated the continent, carried along niilwavs. rivers, anti trade routes. 
Sickness and tleath were often sutlden and inexplicable. Death rates ranged 
from an estimated 2-3 per cent over much of Africa to a possible 5-6 per cent 
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in East Africa. South Africa suffered most heavily. At the crossroads of inter¬ 
national shipping and with an extensive railw^ network the disease spread rap¬ 
idly throughout die Union. A recent revision of the official mortality figure 
suggests that c.300,000 people died from influenza with long-lasting demo¬ 
graphic consequences for the country. Many people throughout Africa responded 
to the sudden and disastrous impact ofinfluenza by turning to religion. Revivalism 
occurred amongst Christians, Muslims, and those wlio adhered to indigenous 
beliefs. In Central and East Africa the effects of the war compounded by the 
influenza pandemic encouraged anti-colonial millenarian beliefs, such as the 
Watch Tower movement, which preached that European rule was about to end. 
New religious movements that em^asized the power of prayer or the word of 
prophets were also spawned in diis post-war period in response to the war and 
its aftermath. The war had loosened the control of Christian missions over large 
parts of Africa; German missionaries had been excluded and their place taken, 
at least in tlie short term, by African dei^ and catechists. The activities of mission- 
run schools and hospitals were curtailed. However, the war appears to have 
stimulated African interest in western-style education and by 1918 there were 
more Africans in school than in 191.4. Colonial social and welfare expenditure, 
always small before 1914, was severely reduced during the war years. 

In 1914 the only independent states in Africa were Liberia and Abyssinia. The 
war encouraged nationalist ideas and stimulated ambitions to throw off European 
colonial rule, most notably in Muslim North Africa where jihads, or religious 
struggles, were fought against the European infideb throughout the war years. 
Tliese wars of resistance were most prolonged in Morocco where Ma’al-Hayba 
drove back the French, in Cyrenaica as the Sanusi continued to resist Italian 
control, in the Darfur region of central Sahara where ‘Ali Dinar sought to secure 
his independence from both the French and the British, and in die long drawn-out 
struggle for independence by Muhammad 'AhduUali Hassan in Somalia against 
the British and Italians. Foreign occupation and pan-Islamic ideas helped fuel 
nationalist sentiment in North Africa. E^ptian nationalism grew in response 
to British military control and annexation in 1914. By 1920 the Wafd party led 
the country in open revolt again-st British rule. Egypt gained a nominal flag- 
independence in 1922 but Britain maintained military control over the strategic 
Suez Canal. A Moroccan nationalist Rif Republic, proclaimed in 1922, was 
crushed by superior European military firepower; all attempts by Africans to 
regain or preserve their independence were similaify treated. Howrever, in South 
Africa the war encouraged ideas among white people of autonomy from London, 
which were realized in the 1920s as dominion status and membership of the 
League of Nations were achieved. 

Few Africans gained any reward for their wartime loyalty. The modest ambi¬ 
tions of many educated Africans for greater political and social equality within 
the colonies, stimulated by President Wilson’s Fourteen Points and to some extent 
by pan-Africanism, were frustrated. There were small gains for Algerian Muslims 
and some French West Africans with the extension of franchise and citizenship 
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Conclusion 


rights. However, in sub-Saharan Africa, the lobbying and petitions of small elite- 
led bodies such as the National Congress of British West Africa and the South 
African Native National Congress gained little return in colonial capitals or in 
London. Whites in South Africa and the settler colonies strengthened their pol¬ 
itical position after the war with African protests at setder alienation of land in 
Kenya ignored. However, an attempted white mine workers’ revolt under a 
revolutionary and racist batmer on the Rand in 1922 was crushed by the South 
African military. 

All the colonial belligerents had ambitions for further territoiy in Africa. Defeat 
in Europe ended the German African empire and the plans for a large Mittelaf- 
rika astride the continent, although Germany continued to demand the return 
of its ‘lost colonies’ through the inter-\rar years. Tlie African spoils of war fell to 
the allied victors in what has been called the ‘second partition of Africa’. This 
was agreed at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, and confirmed by the League 
of Nations, with the British and French dividing the German colonies between 
themselves. Britain now held continuous territory from Cairo to the Cape. Bel¬ 
gium gained a smaU but densely populated part of German East Africa; Portugal 
and Italy received territoiy as a result of jwst-war border adjustments. South 
Africa held on to South West Africa but failed to persuade the white settlers of 
Southern Rhodesia to join the Union. 'Tlie former German colonies became 
mandates of tlie League of Nations and the colonial powers entrusted with them 
had to report annually to the world body on how they administered those terri¬ 
tories; for the first time colonial rulers were subject to a limited form of inter¬ 
national accountability, a concern which the League later extended in efforts to 
end slavery and forced labour and to regulate the supply of alcohol in Africa. 

'iTie Great War in Africa was a watershed. The conflict showed all the belligerents 
the strategic value of imperial resources of men and material in Africa. ‘Empire’ 
took on a new meaning; colonies needed planned economic development, by the 
state if necessary, within an integrated imperial s)^em, while the welfare of colo¬ 
nial peoples also liad to be looked after. An uneasy tension existed between these 
ideas of economic development and trusteeship which characterized post-war 
French and British colonial policies, altliough there was little new investment in 
colonial Africa. Mudi less is known about the impact of the war on the hundreds 
of thousands of Africans who fou^t or were caught up in the war. European 
racial superiority was certainly dented, as many feared, by African soldiers 
fighting and killing white men. Travel overseas, contact with people from other 
countries and continents, and eo^iosure to different cultural ideas all helped give 
Africans new perceptions of themselves and their colonial rulers. 
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O n the outbreak of war the Royal Na^^' still enjoyed a comfortable lead— 
in dreadnoughts 21:13—German rival, but the British also 
had worldwide trade interests and an empire to defend and their 
resources were actually stretched to the limit in the first few months of the 
war. The new weapons of naval war—mines, submarines, torpedoes—forced 
the British to abandon the traditional strateg)' of close blockade and the idea 
that the front line began on the enemy coa.st. Distant blockade was adopted, 
and the geographical situation actually favoured this because the British Isles 
could be c'ompared to a breakwater or the stopper in the bottle. German ships 
had to pass around them in order to leave the North Sea and reach the rest 
of the world. The naval leaders of 1914 were also not oblivious to the dangers 
of the new weapons and Adinirjil Sir John Jellicoe, commander-in-chief of 
the Grand Fleet after the outbreak of the war, was c'onstantly preoc“cnpied 
with avoiding being drawn into a submarine ambush or over a preciously 
laid minefield. 

The German navy, despite the great material strides it had made since the 
introduction of the naval programmes of 1898 and 1900 as.sociated with the state 
secretary of the Imperial Naval Office, Achniral Alfred von Tupitz, was actually 
in search of a strategv'. Mindful of the British superiority in numbers, the Ger¬ 
mans hoped to whittle down the Grand Fleets advantage through mines and 
torpedoes off the German coast until the numerical situation was favourable for 
a major encoimter. This, however, presupposed that the British would follow 
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The 

Mediterranean 


their traclitionul polic\' of close blockade. Tirpitz indeetl retilized the flaw in this 
thinking when he asked tlie CJerman fleet coinniantler; ‘Btit what will you do if 
they don’t come?’ There was no salisfactopi- reply and the Germans never really 
found one. Wlial cotild they do if the British naval leaders were not stupid 
enough to oblige them by putting their heads into the noose? The basic idea 
remained to try and catch a portion of tlie Grand Fleet witli the entire High Seas 
Fleet and by destroving it equalize the numbers. Tbe British objective remained 
to avoid this and bring the High Seas Fleet to battle with the entire Grand Fleet. 
In one way or iuiother the major encounters of the war in tlie nortliem theatre 
resulted from these strategies. They W'ere complicated by the fact that the Kaiser 
was reluctant to risk the destruction of his precious fleet. He hoped to preserve 
it as a bargaining chip in any future peace negotiations. The British, in turn, 
were conscious of the fact that as an island nation they were dependent on use 
of the sea for their .survival. This was best expressed by Churcliill’s cx)mment that 
JeUicoe was ‘the only man on either side who could lose the war in an afternoon'. 
Given these circtimstances, it is not surprising that the British and German naval 
commanders were inherentlv cautioiLS and that onlv one major battle would take 
place during the war. 

The naval superioritv of the Entente powers over the Central Powers was not 
necessarily inevitable in other portions of tbe world, notablv the Mediterranean. 
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Here Germany’s ally Austria-Hur»^ry had embarked on a significant naval 
building programme before the war with the objective ofluming what had been 
primarily a coast defence force into a ‘blue water navy with powerful dread¬ 
noughts of its own. The Austrians were of course building as much against their 
erstwhile ally in the Triple Alliance, the Italians, as against any otlier potential 
foe. The Austrians, Itahans, and Germans concluded a naval convention in 1913 
and the possibility of a Triple Alliance naval combination caused the French 
and British a good deal of worry. The French navy, traditionally second only to 
the Royal Navy in European waters, had fallen steadily behind the Germans in 
the decade before the war. Its superiority over the Triple Alliance force would 
only have been marginal—at least on paper. In the long run the threat proved 
to be a mirage. The Italian government declared its neutrality at the beginning 
of the war and the Austrian fleet was fated to remain on the defensive in the 
Adriatic. There would be no real challenge to the Entente in the Mediterranean 
on the surface. 

The Germans had maintained a naval force in the Mediterranean known as 
the Mittelmeerdivision ever since the Balkan wars of 1912-13. In July 1914 
this consisted of the battle cruiser Goeben and the fast light cruiser Breslau. 

Rear Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, the German commander, opened the war on 
3 August by bombarding the French Algerian ports of B6ne and Philippeville. 

Souchon had no desire to be bottled up in the Adriatic with his Austrian allies 
and made for the Dardanelles. Thanks to both British and French mistakes, he 
succeeded. To evade neutrality regulations, the Goeben and Breslau were osten¬ 
sibly sold to the "Rirkish navy and henceforth wore the Turkish ensign. They 
retained their German officers and men and the sale was a fiction. The British 
and French suspected a.s much and were now obliged to maintain a blockade 
off the Dardanelles. 

Operations in 
the North Sea 
1914-1915 


In the north the first of the British naval objectives was to cover the passage of 
the BEF to France and it is significant that the German navy was unable to make 
any attempt to impede this. The British and French established a blockade cut¬ 
ting off German access to the outside world. The blockade was initially carried 
out by obsolete cruisers which no longer had any role in the major battle squad¬ 
rons. The Royal Navy also made increasing use of auxiliary cruisers, merchant 
ships (often passenger liners) armed and used as warships. Probably their 
best-known employment was in the 10th Cruiser Squadron which carried out 
the so-called Northern Patrol in the waters north of Scodand where weather 
conditions soon exposed tlie old cruisers first employed as unsuit^le. The larger 
liners could withstand the frequent rough seas and could be crammed with large 
quantities of coal and remain on patrol for long periods. 

The working of sea power in the blockade >ras slow and strady but certainly 
not dramatic. This contrasted with the heavy fighting and casualties on land and 
inevitably the unfair questionwas heard;'What is tire navy doing?' In the opening 
weeks of the war most ejqpected a major encounter. When it did not occur there 
was certainly a sense of disappointment in the Grand Fleet. How could one get 
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the Gennans to come out? The first significant naval action of the war occurred 
on 28 August when the li^l cruisers and destroyers of Commodore Reginald 
Tyrwhitt’s Harwich Force attempted to mop up German patrols in the Heligo¬ 
land Bight. British submarines would be deployed to attack any German heavy 
sliips that might come out. The action—complicated by fog and haze—nearly 
turned into a fiasco for the British because of faulty liaison between the Admir¬ 
alty, the Grand Fleet, the Harwich Force, and British submarines. There was 
considerable confusion when light cruisers from the Grand Fleet arrived and at 
one point a British submarine which had not been told they would be present 
fired on a British light cruiser. The British light forces had a hot time of it as 
increasing numbers of German cruisers came out in support of the German des¬ 
troyers. Fortunately for the British the German cruisers were committed 
piecemeal while low water prevented the heavy ships of the High Seas Fleet 
from crossing the Jade bar. Rear Admiral Sir David Beatty finally decided to 
intervene with his Battle Cruiser Squadron despite the poor visibility and the 
uncertain situation in regard to German heavy ships, mines, and submarines. 
The arrival of his battle cruisers was decisive. By the end of the action the 
German cruisers Mainz, Ariadne, and Koln and destroyer V187 had been sunk. 
The British lost no ships although two destroyers and Tyrwhitt’s fiagship, the 
cruiser Arethusa, eventually had to be towed on the way home. The German 
defeat just off tlieir coast without the High Seas Fleet being able to intervene in 
time was certainly a psychr^ogical shock and the Kaiser was confirmed in his 
defensive attitude. The precious battle fleet must not suiTer the same fate and 
he ordered the fleet commander to obtain his express consent before engaging 
in any fleet action. 

In September 1914 submarines demonstrated their potential. On the 5th U.2i 
torpedo^ and sank the scout cruiser Pathfinder, the first British warship to be 
sunk by a submarine. A little over a week later, the British submarine E.g sank 
the old German cruiser Hela. Jetlicoe was highly conscious of the vulnerability 
of the fleet anchorage at Scapa Flow to submarines and early in the war sliifted 
the fleet to Loch Ewe on the north-west coast of Scotland until the defences at 
Scapa could be improved. Unfortunate^ Jellicoe’s respect for the submarine 
was not always shared by the Admiralty staff. Despite warnings of the potential 
danger, they maintained a patrol of old armoured ciuisers—sardonically dubbed 
the ‘live bait squadron’—in an area off the Dutch coast known as the Broad 
Fourteens. On 22 September the German submarine t/.g sank the Cresstj, 
Aboukir, and Hogue with heavy loss of life, demonstrating in a spectacular 
fashion that the submarine was now the greatest threat to British control of 
the sea. Jellicoe shifted the fleet’s anchorage to Loch na Keal further south on 
the Scottish coast and then to Lou^i Swilly on the north coast of Ireland. He 
admitted he felt safer at sea until the defences of Scapa were finally brought to 
an acceptable slate in early 1915. 

Outside European >raters German and Austrian shipping was soon driven from 
the seas and ships were either captured or ftjrcedto seek shelter in neutral ports. 
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The German overseas colonies qiiickly became the target of allied expeditions 
and one by one were snapped up, although in some cases only after lengthy 
campaigns. On the outbreak of war there had been a few scattered German 
cruisers overseas and some German liners also conrorted themselves into aux¬ 
iliary cruisers. The cruiser Knrhruhe in the South Atlantic proved troublesome 
before it sank after an internal explosion. Another, the Koni^sberg, required 
extensive operations before it was finally located and destroyed in its anchorage 
in the Rufigi river in East Africa. It accomplished relatively little. Tlie same was 
true of the German auxiliary cruisers. The big liners were disappointing as 
raiders. They had prodigious appetites for coal that was hard to come by and 
harder still to transfer at sea or in improvised anchorages. Although they made 
some captures, by the end of the year they had either been sunk or interned 
in neutral ports. 

The only significant German force at large at the beginning of the war was 
the East Asiatic Squadron under the command of Vice Admiral Maximilian 
Graf von Spee. Spee’s two armoured cruisers, the Scfwmhorst and Gnei- 
senau, were crack ships, renowned for their gunnery. He d.so had the light 
cruisers Emden, NUmberg, and Leipzig. The German Squadron had been 
based on Tsingtau, the German protectorate on the Shantung peninsula of 
China. Tsingtau was doomed once Japan entered the war against Germany on 
23 August. The Japanese sent an expedition to Tsingtau and began a siege 
which ended with the inevitable surrender of the Germans on 7 November. 
There had been no way they could be reinforced from home. Spee, however, 
was long gone by the time the siege began. He detached the Emden, the 
newest and fastest of his cruisers, to raid in the Indian Ocean. The Emden's 
commander, FregattenkapitSn Karl von Miiller, went on a highly successful 
cruise that became one of the legends of the war, sinking sixteen British 
steamers, a Russian light cruiser, and a French destroyer. He thoroughly dis¬ 
rupted trade in the Indian Ocean and caused considerable problems for the 
British and French at a time when they were also occupied with the great 
so-called ‘imperial convoys’, substantial movements of troops from Australia 
and New Ze^and and other portions of the empire. Indeed, the Royal Navy 
would have been hard put to fulfil all its obligations without the assistance of 
the Japanese. The Emden was finally destroyed on 9 November by the Aus¬ 
tralian light cruiser Sydney in the Cocos Islands. The cruises of the German 
raiders may have captured the pubhc’s imagination and caused considerable 
trouble, but the losses they inflicted represented only a small portion of 
British and alhed tonnage. They were nothing hke the threat posed by the 
submarine later in the war. 

Spee worked liis way eastward across the enormous Pacific Ocean and even¬ 
tually reached the west coast of South America w^iere he was joined by the hght 
cruiser Dresden, which had been operating off the Chilean coast. Spee therefore 
had two armoured cruisers and three li^t cruisers wben he encountered a British 
force under Rear Admiral Christopher Cradock off Coronel on 1 November. 
Cradock’s force, the old cruisers Good Hope and Monmouth, hght cruiser 
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G/fl.vgr»tf. and au.\iliar\' cniLser Otranto, was inferior but lie liad declined to wait 
for the old battleship Canopus in the Iielief that her slow speed would prevent 
him from ever bringing the CJerinans to action. Cxironel resulted in a sharp 
defeat for the British. Good Hope and Monnuuitli being sunk with no survivors. 
It was the first defeat siifferetl by the Rosid Navy in a century. Spee, though, 
had few illusions about his momentars' triumph. When his stjuadron called at 
Valparaiso to ctial an admirer presented him with a boutjuet of flowers on his 
departure. Spee is reported to have said: ‘Thank you, they will do very nicely 
for my gra\ e.’ 

Spee’s intuition was correct. Lord Fisher, the new First Sea Lord, reacted 
swiftb' and taking a calculated risk detached the battle eniisers Injiexihle and 
Invincible to South American waters and the Princess Rotjal to North America. 
Nasal forces were redeployetl throughout much of the world for Spee now 
representeil a [xitential threat to allied expeditions or trarle in Africa, the 
(Caribbean—or die Pacific, should he elect to turn back to the west. Spee decided 
to round Cape Horn and raid the Falkland Ishmds. It was a fatal decision. 
The British force under \lce Admiral Sir Doseton Sturdee had just arrised. 
The sight of ships with heaw tripod masts in Port Stanley harbour meant doom. 
Sturdee put to sea with the battle eniisers Invincible and Inflexible, armoured 
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cruLsers Kent, Carnarvon, and Cornwall, and light cruiser Glasgoiv. In the running 
action that followed on 8 December all German ships were eventually sunk 
witli heavy loss of life (including Spee) ea^pt for die cruiser Dresden. The 
latter led a fugitive existence until discovered by British warships at Mas a 
Tierra, a remote Chilean island in the Pacific. The Germans scuttled Dre.sden 
themselves. The Falklands had cancelled Coronel and no more German naval 
squadrons (as opposed to individual raiders) would be overseas for tlie remainder 
of the war. 

The naval war was not merely a contest between the British and Germans. 
Other navies, for example the Russians in the Baltic, played roles as well. The 
Russian Baltic fleet was far inferior to the German High Seas Fleet in 1914, 
although the Russian pre-war building programme was beginning to bear fruit 
and Russian dreadnoughts as well as large fast destroyers were beginning to 
enter service. However, the Germans normally chose to keep the High Seas 
Fleet in the North Sea and their forces in the Baltic under the command of 
the Kaisers brother. Prince Heinrich of Prussia, were largely composed of ob¬ 
solete ships which initially remained on the defensive. This gave the Russians 
an apparent advantage but one that they could swiftly lose should the Germans 
decide to send ships through the Kiel Canal into the Baltic. Hie primary Rus¬ 
sian naval objective was to defend the Gulf of Finland and the coital, Petro- 
grad. Acting on the assumption that their fleet would be inferior to the potential 
enemy, the Russians developed extensive minefields between the Finnish and 
Estonian coasts—the ‘central position’. They planned to cover these minefields 
witli coastal batteries and tlieir fleet would fight and manoeuvre behind tliis 
position. The Tsar was extremely cautious In his attitude towards naval affairs, 
determined to avoid a repetition of the disasters of the Russo-Japanese War. 
The Russian naval commander until his death in May 1915 was Admiral Essen, 
possibly the ablest Russian admiral of the war, and once it was apparent German 
naval forces were concentrated in the North Sea Essen began a more active 
role for his cruisers and destroyers outside the Gulf of Finland, notably raids to 
lay mines along German lines of communication in the southern B^tic. The 
Germans replied with periodic sweeps, some submarine activity, and of course 
their own mining. The Gennans were able to maintain their crucial traffic in 
iron ore from Sweden and could claim they successfully contained the Russians 
in what for them was only a secondary theatre. The extensive mining on both 
sides eventually made the Baltic a very unhealthy place. It became even more 
unheallliy for the Germans with the arrival of British submarines in the autumn 
of 1914. Fisher’s idea of sending a battle fleet into the Baltic to assist the Rus¬ 
sians was impracticable, but it was possible for small numbers of submarines to 
reach the Baltic via the Sound, the narrow passage between Denmark and 
Sweden. Two British submarines managed to join the Russians before the end 
of tire year and three more in 1915. In 1916 the Gennans made the passage of 
the Sound too dangerous but the British were able to send four small ‘C’ class 
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U.35, flying victory 
pennants, approaches the 
Austrian depot ship Gaa 
at the Austrian navai base 
in the Gulf of Cattaro. In 
the summer of 1916 the 
submarine's commander, 
Arnauld de la Peridre, 
made the most successful 
submarine cruise of the 
war, sinking 54 steamers 
and sailing craft in the 
Mediterranean. 


boats by way of Archangel tuicl tlie rivers anti canals of northern Russia. The 
British submarines enjoyed a certain amount of success, but operations were 
hampered by logistic anti climatic difficulties—the eastern Baltic froze solid 
during the winter—and also by the fact that the Swedish navy began con- 
voving vessels through their own coastal waters to enforc-e Swedish neutrality. 
After the major advtuices of the German armies on land in 1915 brought the 
Gulf of Riga into prominence, the CJermans attempted to force the entrance 
to the gulf but failed and it would not be until October 1917 that the Germans 
secured naviil control of the gulf. Even then it recjuired an amphibious 
operation—Operation 'Albion'—against the Island of Osel and fairly arduous 
fighting to achieve the goal. 


Naval intelligence Baltic naval operations were also responsible for an invaluable British intelli¬ 
gence coup early in the war. On 26 August 1914 the German light cruiser 
Magdeburg ran aground on the Estonian coast vs'hile engaged on a sweep 
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against Russian patrols. The ship had to be abandoned when Russian warships 
approached and the Russians recovered the German code books and passed 
a copy to the British. This, when joined with other code books captured from a 
German freighter in the Pacific and recovered from a German torpedo boat 
sunk in the North Sea, enabled the British to establish an effective decrypting 
organization commonly known from its location in the Admiralty as ‘Room 40’. 
The British realized the value of this asset and guarded the secret closely, so 
closely that vital information was not alw^« disseminated to those who could 
use it and opportunities were missed. It was not until later in the war that the 
organization, combinedwith an elaborate system oflistening and direction-finding 
stations, realized its full potential, particularly in the anti-submarine war. 

The ability of the British to read German wireless traffic led to another 
encounter in the North Sea early in 1915. In the autumn of 1914 the Germans 
had adopted the lactic of sending their fast battle cruisers to bombard British 
coastal towns, notably Yarmouth, Scarborough. Hartlepool, and Whitby. The ob¬ 
jective, aside from doing whatever one could to hurt the British and raise morale, 
was to lure the Grand Fleet or a portion of It over freshly laid minefields or in 
range of U-boats. The Germans nearly succeeded inadvertently in achieving 
their goal of catching a detached portion of the Grand Fleet. Room 40 gave 
warning of the impending German raid but did not realize the entire High Seas 
Fleet would be at sea in support. The Admiralty considered one battle squadron 
from the Grand Fleet in support of Beattys battle cruisers would be sufficient 
and prohibited Jellicoe from putting to sea with the whole fleet. The Germans, 
in turn, did not realize the British had been forewarned. They carried out their 
bombardments successfully on 16 December but poor weather and poor visi¬ 
bility combined with human errors in signalling and reporting prevented the 
main portions of the forces at sea from making contact with each other. 

The Germans were not so lucky on 24 January 1915 when die German battle 
cruisers under Admiral Hipper raided the Dogger Bank in the centre of the 
North Sea in order to mop up British patrols thought to be operating here. 
Room 40 was able to give warning and Beatty and the batde cruisers attempted 
to trap the Germans. In the running batde that ensued the German armoured 
cruiser Bliicher was sunk, but as a result of damage to Beattys flagsliip Lion, and 
errors in signalling and the interpretation of his orders, the remaining Germans 
escaped. Nevertheless the loss at the Dogger Bank action resulted in Admiral 
von Pohl replacing Admiral Ingenohl as commander of the High Seas Fleet and 
made the Kaiser more determined than ever that, aside from occasional sorties, 
die fleet would not seek batde outside of the Heligoland Bight, wliere it would 
be supported by light forces and extensive minefields. Jellicoe, in turn, would 
not oblige the Germans by deliberately putting die Grand Fleet in a vulnerable 
position. Therefore it is hardly surprising diat as far as the major fleets were con¬ 
cerned the prospect ofa batde diminished in 1915. Although British and German 
light forces clashed periodically, one might say ^bat a stalemate existed in the 
North Sea, but it was a stalemate that operated to the disadvantage of the Ger¬ 
mans for it meant that the British blockade wis unbroken. 
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Operations in the 
Adriatic 


A similar stalemate developed in the Adriatic. Once Italy dropped out of the 
Triple Alliance the Austrian fleet was left in a position of great inferiority com¬ 
pared with the French and was faced by the prospect that its former Italian ally 
might soon Join its enemies. Admiral Haus, the Austrian commander, rejected 
German requests at the beginning of the war for the Austrian fleet to proceed 
to Constantinople and wisely refrained from seeking battle with the superior 
French on their periodic sweeps into the southern Adriatic. On i6 August die 
French had overwhelmed the small cruiser Zenta off the Montenegrin coast 
but they were hampered by the lack of a suitable base and on 21 December 
1914 the French flagship, the dreadnought Jean Bart, was torpedoed by die 
17 . 12 , one of the handful of Austrian submarines. The Jean Bart was not sunk 
but the French no longer risked major warships in the Adriatic and established 
a distant blockade across the Strait of Otranto. When they unwisely shifted the 
patrol too far to the north in April 1915. they lost the armoured cruiser Leon 
Ganthetta to the 17 .5. 

The entry of Italy into the war on 23 May did not substantially alter the situ¬ 
ation. The Austrian surface warships were now in a position of hopeless infer¬ 
iority but on the very first day of the war Haus brought the battle fleet across die 
Adriatic for a surprise bombardment of Italian ports. It was the only fleet action 
on the part of the Austrians during the war. During the first two months of the 
war the Italians learned the same lessons as the British in the Nordi Sea and lost 
the armoured cruisers Amalfi and Garibaldi to Austrian submarines. They did 
not risk their dreadnoughts in the Adriatic and the naval war in the Adriatic 
became one of light forces, scout cruisers, destroyers, and torpedo boats. Never¬ 
theless the existence of a nucleus of powerful Austrian warships acted as an 
inhibiting factor whenever the Italians thought of amphibious operations on the 
vulnerable Dalmatian coast. One could not risk operations of this sort without 
heavy support lest the Austrian batdeships intervene, and the use of large Italian 
warsliips in the Adriatic was now considered too dangerous because of submar¬ 
ines. The Austrian navy in this case fulfilled the classic role of a 'fleet-in-being’. 
Hit-and-run raids between the light forces continued throughout the war and 
when the Central Powers overran Serbia in late 1915 the Austrian navy conceiv¬ 
ably missed an opportunity to prevent the evacuation of the remnants of the 
Serbian army which had retreated to the coast. The Austrians did raid Durazzo 
on 29 December 1915 but lost two destroyers to mines and had a narrow escape 
from a superior allied force in the running battle that followed. 

The Black Sea also became the scene of naval operations after Turkey entered 
the war on the side of the Central Powers on 29 October 1914. Souchon con¬ 
nived with the pro-war faction in the Turkish government and precipitated 
events by leading the Turkish fleet in a surprise attack on Russian ports. The 
Russians replied by declaring war. Aside from the Goeben and Breslau, the 
Ottoman navy possessed onfy a handful of relatively modem destroyers suitable 
for operations in company with the German sliips. The few Turkish battleships 
and cruisers were obsolete and slow. The balance of power shifted in favour of 
the Russians in 1915 as Russian dreadnoughts, large destroyers, and submarines 
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entered service. The Russians established a blockade of the Bosporus and sougiit 
to interdict the traffic in c'Oid from the Turkish c-oiil ports on the Black Sea to 
('onstantinople. In 1916 the Russians made use of their naval superiorit\' to exe¬ 
cute successful amphibious o|X*rations in support of the Russian army on the 
coast of Liizistan in the eastern Black Sea. The campaign ende<l with the capture 
of Trabzon by the Russian armv. The Russiim navy was also large!)' suc“cessfu! in 
cutting off the coal trade iuid there were shortages in Constantinople, but Russian 
naval successes were curtailed by the revolution of 1917 and the tlisorder that 
slowly spread to the Black Sea Fleet. 

British and French naval forces failed at the DardaneUes in 1915 in the attempt 
to silenc'e Turkish batteries, .sweep minefields and force a passage through the 
Narrows, and bring Constantinople under the guns of the alhed fleet. The attack 
on 18 March ran into an unsuspected line of newiv hud mines and two British 
battleships and one French were sunk and others badly damaged. The subse¬ 
quent hmdings by the army ended in a stalemate and, while British submarines 
were able to pass through the Danlanelles under water and operate successfully 
in the Sea of Marmora and a renewevl attack by the reorganize<! and strength¬ 
ened naval forces might w'ell hav'e succeeded, the entry of Bulgaria into the war 
on the side of the Central Powers eventuallv doomed the campaign. 


American destroyers 
alongside the destroyer 
tender USS Melville 
at Queenstown. 
Destroyers for 
anti-submarine work 
were the first significant 
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provide after entering 
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served as their flagship 
at Queenstown. 
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Submarine 

warfare 


The Dardanelles campaign also resufeed in the arrival of German submarines 
in the Mediterranean. The Germans responded as a result of the inability of the 
Austrians to do anydiing to he^ die hard-pressed Turks in the spring of 1915. 
The first to arrive at the Dardanelles, I/.21, sank the battleships Triumph and 
Majestic and forced a revision of British tactics. However, the submarines 
achieved their greatest success against merchant shipping in die Mediterranean 
and the Germans eventually had a submarine flotilla at Pola and another in die 
Gulf of Cattaro. 

In the course of 1915 the Germans discovered that the most profitable role for 
the submarine was operating against merchant shipping rather than warships. 
Because submarines were too small to follow the traditional rules of cruiser war¬ 
fare concerning the safety of passengers and crew, the Germans were inevitably 
involved in friction widi neutrals. Incidents involving loss of American hfe had 
resulted in sharp American protests and orders restricting the activities of 
German submarine commanders. Renewed restrictions on German submarine 
commanders following the Sussex incident of March 1916 led to a resumption of 
activity by the High Seas Fleet. The more aggressive Reinliard Scheer suc¬ 
ceeded von Pohi in command after the latter was forced to step down as a result 
of illness. On 31 May 1916 Scheer’s sweep i^ainst British patrols off the Skag- 
errak and Room 40s knowledge that the Germans were out led to the battle of 
Jutland—Skagerrak to the Germans—the greatest naval encounter of the war. 
The batde has been a subject of debate ever since for it began relatively late in 
the day and poor visibility and the onset of darkness ended with the battered 
Germans able to break oiT, pass behind the British fleet in the dark, and eventu¬ 
ally reach the safety of their bases. The British suffered heavier losses: three 
battle cruisers, three armoured cruisers, a flotilla leader, and seven destroyers; 
compared to German losses of one battle cruiser, one pre-dreadnouglit, four 
light cruisers and five destroyers. But the strate^c situation had not changed. 
The Grand Fleet’s margin of superiority remained unshaken and the relentless 
blockade continued. A few weeks later Scheer reported to the Kaiser; ‘Even the 
most successful result from a high sea batde will not compel England to make 
peace.’ He urged the resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare. 

Scheer made another attempt to draw die Grand Fleet into a submarine 
ambush on 18 August; the British were forewarned again but unable to inter¬ 
cept the Germans and lost two cruisers to submarines. They then decided not to 
risk the Grand Fleet in the southern part of the North Sea. The waters south of 
55° 30' N and east of 4° E would be left to submarines. The stalemate resumed 
and by the beginning of 1917 the balance within the German government was 
tipped in favour of those advocating unrestricted submarine warfare. 

The Germans resumed unrestricted submarine warfare on 1 February 1917. 
They quickly achieved spectacular success vbich peaked in die month of April. 
If the Germans had continued to sink ships at this rate they would indeed have 
won the war. The submarine menace was countered by the adopUon of the 
convoy system. Convey had been a time-honoured device in the days of sail but 
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the British had l>wn reluctant to adopt it for a multitude of reasons, including 
fear of conge.stion in ports or excessive delavs. plus a faults' assumption alxnit 
the number of sessels tliat would base to l)e escorted. Consovs and esasise 
routt'ing had the ads antage of making ships harder for submarines to find and 
the extra disidend of bringing subnuirines to a position where tlies' could lx* 
engaged and sunk Iw the escorts, something fniitless siihmarine hunting had 
fiiiled to do. Con.s('(juenll\' Genniui submarine Ios.ses rose while allied merchant 
shipping losses declined. As consoss prosed their salne. an elaborate system 
was develo2K*d in the North and South Atlantic an<l Me<lilerraneaii. The Ger- 
miuis tended to shift their attacks to coastal waters and to the \iiliierable points 
between ports and com'oy dispersal or assembly points. The British resjxiiided 
with a system of local convovs. In addition aircraft and dirigibles were now able 
to play an important role close to the shore bv keeping submarines from 02x*r- 
ating on the surface and reaching favourable firing positions. Losses to sub¬ 
marines were never entirelv eliminated, but they were eventuallv brought 
to acceptable levels and in the second quiuter of 1918 for the first time ton¬ 
nage of new construction exceeded losses. The anti-submarine war required 
immense effort to organize and route convovs, co-ordinate roiiteing with 
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Two Kaiia class 
Japanese destroyers at 
Corfu, probably in late 
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Naval Conference. In 
the background, 
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of Japanese destroyers 
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the Mediterranean 
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destroyers were also 
builtforthe French Navy 
in Japanese yards. 


wirele.ss interc-eption and intelligence, .standardize construction, and produce 
specialized anti-submarine craft such as sloops. But it worked: submarines 
would not win the war for (Jennany. 

Allied na\ al leaders were curiously slow to recognize the convoy as the major 
antidote to the submarine and w-asted considerable energy on alternative pro¬ 
jects. In 1917 and 1918 the (Jrand Fleet still engaged on periodic elaborate 
submarine hunts which wided few results. In the Mediterranean at the Strait 
of Otranto the allies, starting in September 1915, sought to establish a barrage 
of drifters dragging nets, later reinforced In- a fixed net barrage fitted with 
mines. The results were meagre, although in May 1917 the Austrians were suf¬ 
ficient!}' provoked to raid the barrage, sinking fourteen drifters and after a run¬ 
ning battle managing to evade the allied forces which sought to cut them off. 
The barrage, although supplemented in 1918 by American submarine chasers 
equipped with hydrophone listening devices, remained singularly ineffective. 
In the North Sea the Americ-an navy in 1918 played the predominant role in 
establishing the Northern Biurage of minefields between the Orkneys and 
Norwegian coast. A vast projec-t, it is doubtful if it would have justified the 
enormous efTort involved in its creation. The Dover barrage further south was 
eventually more efiective. Here the British, despite losses in 1917 and early 
1918 from German destrover raids—difficult to counter at night—established 
barrages to try iuul prevent the Geniian Flanders submarine flotilla from 
using the English Channel to proceed to their hunting grounds in the western 
approaches. The objective was to force them to take the longer route around 
the north of the British Isles, thereby reducing the amount of time they would 
be able to .spend on station. The gallant British raids on Zeehrugge and Ostend 
on 23 April 1918 were an attempt to block the canals leading to the elaborate 
submarine pens inland at Bruges. The raid at Zeehrugge was at best a partial 
success; that on Ostend failed, as did another attempt in Mav’. Nevertheless the 
combined pressure succeeded in virtuall}’ stopping German submarine traffic 
through the Strait of Dover. 
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In tile Spring and snmmer of 1918 the Germans were unable to disrupt the 
enormous flow of American men and supplies across the Atlantic, nor c“ould 
their submarines in the Mediterranean seser the supply of the British expedition 
in Palestine and the Anglo-French force at Salonika. There was some cxincem in 
the Mediterranean that the Germans would get their hatuLs on the Russian Black 
Sea Fleet and use some of tlie ships to break out of the Diirdanelles. Insoluble 
differences between the Italians and French over command in the Adriatic kept 
a far larger force masking the Austrians than necessaiy, the French fleet at C'orfu 
and the bulk of the Italian fleet at Tanuito. Nes ertheless French battleships rein¬ 
forced British forces in the Aegean luid the threat of the Black Sea Fleet pros ed 
to be a mirage. The (»ermans onl\' got their hsuids on some of the sliips, the Rus- 
siiuis scuttled others, and material difficulties and manpower shortages resulteri 
in ver\’ few being put into service by the time the war ended. 

Until the ver\' end of the war the Grand Fleet alwas's had to be prepared for 
a naval action at any moment. This required keeping large numbers of des¬ 
troyers with the fleet tliat might better have been u.sed in protecting shipping. 
But notliing Ls preordained in war luul Jellicoe and Beatts', his successor in com¬ 
mand of the CJrand Fleet, did not enjoy the benefits of hindsight. Indeed, a great 
battle might well have occurred, for when the German government began the 
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negotiations leading to the armistice Scheer and the naval high command were 
not wilhng to accept the verdict and planned a final action. They were frustrated 
by their own men, for the relative inactivity of the big ships of the High Seas 
Fleet had been damaging to morale, and the quite human sentiment that few 
would want to be killed in the final days of the war resulted in a mutiny. When 
the High Seas Fleet did eventually sail, it was to meet the Grand Fleet off the 
coast of Scotland to he escorted to Scottish waters and eventual internment 
at Scapa Flow. 
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Economic Warfare 



B. J. C. MCKERCHER 


D uring the First Wbrld War. the first total war of the mcxlem period, the 
economic vitalit)’ of the allied and Central Power alliances l>ec“anie a.s 
important ijs their militar)' strength in pursuing \ictoi\'. Thus, the strategic- 
goal of economic warfare behveen 1914 and 1918 was to disrupt the enemy’s 
economy and enervate his financial sinews so as to impsiir his abilih' to conduct 
military openitions. Drawing on past experience, creating inno\~ati\ e bureaucratic 
structures to meet new conditions, and using modem weapons like the subinariue 
to starve enemy populations and enfeeble their industrial production and com¬ 
merce. the allies imd the Central Powers worked to disrupt each others economic- 
life. Thus, reducing supplies that reached enemy armed forces becune integral 
to the grand strategies of each alliance c-oalition. Material privation hiul iuiother 
dimension: it could faster domestic pressures on enemy gov-emments that might 
deflect their energies away from the biittlefield and weaken their internal c-ohe- 
sion. Admittedly, the importance of some elements of the economic side of tlie 
stniggle might later have l>een overemphasized—for instance, the impac-t of Brit¬ 
ain’s naval blockade on Germany; yet, no doubt exi.sts that economic warfare was 
indispensable to the Central Powers' defeat and to allied victory-. 

Not surprisingly, the overall strategies of economic warfare for the two alli¬ 
ances were determined by the leading economic powers on each side: Great 
Britain, for the allied coalition, and Gemianv, for the Central Powers. Tlris 
meant two contrasting approaches to economic warfare ba.sed on differing 
national development, dissimilar geographies, and different armed strength and 


Strategies of 
economic warfare 
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diplomacy, to constrain the adversary's industrial, financial, and commercial life. 
For Britain, an island state whose national survival depended on seaborne imports 
of food and raw materials and the export of industrialized goods, the concept of 
economic warfare was not new in 1914. During the French wars of 1792—1815, 
the British had confronted the ‘continental s)^tem', Napoleon s effort to weaken 
their economy—and their war effort—by barring British trade with continental 
Europe. Tliis action forced the British to find alternative markets and supplies 
ofnecessarycommodities in olherplaces around the globe. Utilizing the strength 
of the Royal Navy, London also imposed a maritime blockade against France 
and its continental allies. Thou^ the British blockade created ill-feeling amongst 
some neutral trading powers—which in the case of the United States led to 
the Anglo-American War of 1812—it broke the ‘continental system’ and helped 
produce Napoleons defeat. 

For the next century, for instance during the Crimean War of 1854-6, the 
British did not abandon blockade; and whilst the British participated in inter¬ 
national conferences to codify the laws of wax, especially at Paris in 1856 and 
London in 1909, domestic opposition to any restrictions on Royal Navy freedom 
of action led successive governments to avoid formal limitations on British naval 
power. Free-trade Britain, of course, opposed belligerent interference with 
trade when it endangered its maritime commerce, an issue when the northern 
states in the American Civil War blockaded the South. And at the 1909 London 
Conference, British delegates helped draff a declaration outlining ‘abso¬ 
lute contraband’—arms and munitions—that could be seized on the high seas. 
But difficulty arose over whether to interfere with ‘indirect trade’, an enemy 
importing and exporting these and other goods through neutral powers. Wliilst 
the conference finally allowed the interception of absolute contraband destined 
for neutral ports if it could be proved that these goods were to be sent on to an 
enemy, parliament refused to ratify the ‘Declaration of London’. By 1914, the 
Admiralty and the Committee of Imperial Defence readied war plans to use 
Royal Navy surface vessels to disrupt tire German economy by intercepting all 
merchantmen carrying contraband to and from Germany, even via neutral ports. 
Importantly, however. Admiralty manuals produced after 1909 compeDed Royal 
Navy officers to observe the Declaration of London if their warships intercepted 
neutral vessels carrying cargoes other than absolute contraband. The other side 
of these plans was to ensure the maximum inpess and egress of British supplies 
and trade goods under Royal Navy protection. 

For Germany, the concept of economic warfare before 1914 was deter¬ 
mined by its central geographical position on the continent, notions of autarl^, 
and threats from hostile powers. Beginning in the early 1880s, German mili¬ 
tary planners began considering the possibility of fighting a two-front war, a 
problem that became critical with the conclusion of the Franco-Russian alli¬ 
ance in 1894. Despite assumptions that enemy efforts would be made to blockade 
the German coast, the general staff reckoned that essential supplies of grain, 
meat, and industrial raw materials could be met from within Germany for the 
duration of such a conflict. It then devised war plans to achieve a quick land 
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victory against Franc-e and Russia—witinn nine months, the period l)efore 
Clerinan supplies would begin being depleted. The ultimate expression of pre¬ 
paring for a short war came with the Schlieffen Phm in 1905. But hy fliis junc¬ 
ture. Anglo-CJerman relations were poisoned hv the (»erman decision to 
cliallenge the pre-eminence of the Royal Navy. 

As the possibilitv'ofBritiiin joining a war against Germany began to preoccupy 
Berlin after 1905, a division ojjened in the German government between the 
army and navsil staffs. AdminJ Alfretl von Tirpitz, the naval minister, felt it 
necessary to assess the economic difficulties that Germany might face should 
quick victors’ prove an illusion. The chief of the general staff. General Helmutli 
von Moltke, sanguine al>out a Gerinim victors', judgerl that the countrs’s ex¬ 
panding economy was a component of national strength that would provide ‘a 
great source of endurance in war'. Wliilst the army vv'on the day, conc“ern aboiit 
supply in wartime began to animate German industrialists. In 1912, because of 
pressure from these sources and the navy, Gennan ministers established a per¬ 
manent commission to collect up-to-date .statistics on agricultural production, 
determine raw material requirements for industrv, and chart how both food and 
raw materials should be stored and allocated. The Germans also assumed that a 
naval blockade cotild be minimizetl by both direct and indirect trarle with neutrals 


The heart of the German 
war economy resided in 
the Ruhr steel Industry. 
The greatest of the 
German steel makers 
was the Krupp industrial 
conglomerate. It 
produced steel for 
weapons, especially 
artillery, for armour 
plate of all sorts, for 
ship-building and more; 
and, on the economic 
side of total war, its 
workers were as Integral 
to success on the 
battlefield as were the 
armed forces. 
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The blockade of 
the Central 
Powers 


like Holland, the Scandinavian powers, and the United States. Still, because of 
the aspiration that die next war would be short, the precise means of breaking 
a probable enemy blockade were not addressed. As one analysis of pre-war 
German planning points out: ‘very little was suggested on the great question [of] 
how the siege was to be broken.’ 

To be honest, the general ^affs of each European great power hoped that the 
next major war would see quick, decisive victory. These staffs planned accordingly; 
using ships and railways to d^iloy troops, artillety, and other supplies; quickly get¬ 
ting the maximum number of units to tlie front; and devising operational plans to 
defeat enemy armies in the field. Agricultural production and industrial capacity, 
necessary for an extended .strug g le, received little consideration. When the war 
broke out in Europe in late July-eariy August 1914, of course, each coalition 
moved immediatdy to disrupt the enemy's economy. The Germans laid mines off 
the east coast of England on 4 August- The British responded by mining German 
Nortli Sea routes; and they warned neutral powers of this operation, especially 
Holland, since the port of Rotterdam handled goods travelling to and from western 
Germany. In die face of American pressures to have Britain ratify the Declaration 
of London, and despite initial French and Ru.ssian willingness to honour the dec¬ 
laration if Germany and its allies did so, the British refused to buckle. 

A Foreign Office-Admiralty committee was quickly established under Sir Edward 
Grey, the foreign secretary. It examined Britain’s legal position respecting blockade. 
As a result of these deliberations, spurred on by German mine-laying, the British 
issued an order-in-council on 20 August. It stated that the Declaration of London 
would be observed with certain additions concerning conditional contraband 
(foodstuffs and industrial commodities hke baHied wire and nautical instru¬ 
ments essential for conducting war); these products would be subject to capture 
if destined to help die Central Powers’ war effort. Following the precedent of the 
Napoleonic wars, the British also established prize courts, independent judicial 
panels to hear the cases of captured ships and, on the basis of accepted inter¬ 
national law about contraband, to decide wliether these ves.sels and their car¬ 
goes should be exprcqiriated by die British government or set free. Facing die 
German onslau^it in north-eastern France before the first battle of the Marne, 
Paris supported these initiatives. 

By December 1914, the war of movement and mobility on both the eastern 
and western fronts was superseded by trench warfare and mounting casualties. 
Total war had begun. With civilian leaders and general staffs having to plan for 
a lengthy struggle, economic warfare gained increasing importance. Allied efforts 
to disorganize die Central Powers’ economies took additional forms; restricting 
mail (including telegraphic messages), licensing exports, enforcing legal prohib¬ 
itions on trading with the enemy, and expanding contraband lists. 

British blockade methods were conditioned, and even moderated, at least in 
the early years of the war, 1^ the importance of international commerce—not 
only for Britain’s post-war position but also for its wartime function a-s the financier 
of the Entente. French policy, on the other hand, was driven by a determination 
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to pre\'enf the reenideseeiice of (iermaii economic power iifter the war. France, 
therefore. persistentK' tried to establish greater interiillied c-o-ordination, botli 
JLS a means to fnrtlier the wartime blcK’kade and as the basis for a post-war eco¬ 
nomic bloc. Despite an inter-iillie<l economic conference in Paris in June 1916, 
these objectives were never fullv met. Instead a de facto division of labour 
resulted, witli France controlling the trade of the land-loc-ked and southernmost 
neutral bordering on the Ontriil Powers. Switzerland. The management of the 
relationship became much easier when Italv entered the war in May 1915. Italv 
c-ould not onlv orchestrate Switzerland’s access to the Mediterraneiui, but was 
also able to blcK-kade the Adriatic coast of the Balkans. 

The British blockade was co-ordinate<l by the Foreign Office. Tliis allocation 
of responsibilitv reflected the fact that much more than naval strength was vital 


Given that the struggle 
on the western tront was 
a war of attrition, 
artillery bombardments 
became essential to Its 
evolution. With hundreds 
of thousands of shells 
necessary for both attack 
and defence, vast allied 
economic resources 
were expended 
to produce this 
Indispensable weapon. 
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The allied naval 
blockade of Germany 
was designed to weaken 
the enemy economy and 
blunt the effectiveness 
of the German armed 
forces on land and sea. 
However, its necessary 
brutality also hit the 
civilian population.The 
vision of starving 
German children during 
the war. captured by 
Kathe Kollwitz, has not 
abated over time. 


to the blockade’s effectiveness. Most importantlv, diplomacy 
was required in the management of the neutrals bordering on 
Germanv. in order to prex enf them from becoming conduits 
for German imports. Secondly, the monitoring of the trade of 
the border neutrals relied on a mass of commercial intelli¬ 
gence. A Contraband Department was established under the 
leadership of a senior official. Sir EvTe Crowe. For tlie dur¬ 
ation of the «’ar, the Foreign Office controlled the strategic 
direction of the blockade. In this process, working with the 
Admiralty, the Board of Trade, and the intelligence services, 
in tandem with British embassies and c-onsulates in neutral 
countries. Crowe played a decisive role in establishing mech¬ 
anisms by which the Ontral Powers were increasingly denied 
imports of foodstuffs, cnicial industrial raw materiids. and ma- 
chinerv' of various sorts. The c-entre of allied blockade policy 
resided in London, where economic constraints on the Cen¬ 
tral Powers were enhairced bv refining the legal basis of the 
bkxkade (additional orders-in-c-ouncil and broader contra¬ 
band lists) and ensuring the completeness of interdiction (the 
operational potency of the Royal Navy). These two elements of economic war¬ 
fare were c'onjoined since, under established international law, a blockade was 
legal only if it was effec-tive. 

The smaller European neutral powers sought to balance between the belli¬ 
gerent alliances; to antagonize either one would invite major social and iH-onomic 
disruption and, perhaps, jeopardize their political survival. One of the most 
innovative responses oc-curred in neutral Ilolkuul. The Dutch government 
found itself caught l>etween the Germans on one side, who might invade and 
occupy Holland if Berlin felt that it .sided hx) much with the allies, and the 
allies on the other, w'ho might impose the mo.st .stringent blcx-kade if the Dutch 
were seen to be tied closely to the Central Powers. In late autumn 1914, when 
it became clear to The Hague that the war would not end soon, the Dutch gov¬ 
ernment decided to allow the country’s leading trading and shipping firms to 
control trade. The result was the establishment of the Nederlandsche Overzee 
Trustmaatschappij (Netherlands Overseas Trust). Through die Trust, private 
companies rather than the government assumed the responsibility of con¬ 
forming to the fiats of the British blockade concerning absolute contraband and 
indirect tratle; they also endeavourevl to maintain as much as possible normal 
trading links with Germanv. Bv the same token, the Swiss government found its 
trade with Germanv, a trade essential to Swiss economic survival, curtailed bv 
the land blockade imposed bv the French and, later, the Italians. Bern followed 
the Dutch practice and established a metals tnist and other devices to allow 
Switzerland to survive economically. 

In Febniaiy 1916, becaiLse of bureaucratic friction over blockade policy 
between the Foreign Office and Admiralty, Herbert Asquith, the prime minister, 
created the Ministrv’ of Blockade as an adjimct of die Foreign Office. This act 


124 



ECONOMIC WARFARE 


not only signalled continued Foreign Office primacy in blockade policy-making; 
it also re-emphasized the vital importance of economic warfare in allied strategy, 
something of even greater gravity after the bloodletting later that year at 
Verdun, the Somme, and in eastern Europe. The new minister was Lord Robert 
Cecil, the Foreign Office under-secretary; Crowe continued as tlie senior adviser. 

Over the next three years, as before, the allied economic noose around the Cen¬ 
tral Powers’ neck tightened. A wide range of commodities beyond absolute 
contraband were slowly prevented from reaching the Central Powers: meat and 
meat products, metals and ores, animal and vegetable oils, mineral oils, cotton, 
and wool. As the war progressed and allied battlefield losses multiplied, any 
products that might strengthen the Central Powers’ armed forces, sustain their 
industries, or nurture their populations became a target of the blockade. 

Allied success is undeniable. For instance, before the war, the weekly per 
capita German urban consumption of meat was 3.3 pounds; by 1917-18, it fell to 
0.3 pounds. Additionally, the number of German civilian deaths attributed to the 
blockade in 1915 was 88,235 (9-5 P®*" above the 1913 total); by 1918, this 
figure had climbed to 293,000 (37 per cent above the 1913 total). There is con¬ 
troversy about whether the German people actually starved during the war, espe¬ 
cially in the difficult winter of 1917-18. The argument is made that weiglit los.s 
results in a demand for less food and that, when the body adjusts, it can be made 
to work as hard as ever. In all of this, moreover, it must be adimitted tliat between 
1914 and 1918, the blockade impaired little the fighting efficiency of the German 
armed forces. But the blockade had a social and psychological and. therefore, a 
political impact on Germany. As General Kuhl, a senior staff officer, argued: 

‘Many things combined to bring down llie German people... but I consider the 
blockade the most important of them. It disheartened the nation.’ Economic 
hardship was one factor that saw many Germans become critical of their govern¬ 
ment after 1915. Disparities existed in the distribution of food and necessary 
commodities. For instance, rural areas had reasonable supplies of food, whilst 
urban areas did not. Within cities, disparity also existed between and within 
classes. Those people with money or pt^tical influence could obtain products 
on the black market. Within the working class, armament workers were better 
provided for than unskilled workers, white-collar workers, and even minor gov¬ 
ernment officials. Public discomfort grew as a range of ordinary consumer goods 
like woollen blankets and leather shoes were in short supp^ and German prices 
inflated because of scarcities; over fifty food riots occurred in Germany in 1916. 
a number that increased in 1917—18. Along with ftrod rationing—the harsh winter 
of 1917—18 compounded German unease—the impact of the blockade played 
a part in the revolution of November 1918 that led to the abdication of Kaiser 
Wilhelm II and the advent of the Weimar Republic. 

The move to 
unrestricted 
U-boat warfare 


The Central Powers’ approach towards economic warfare was less sophisticated 
than that of the allies. In the first months of die war, along with mining the 
North Sea, die Germans and Austro-Hungarians forbade trading with the 
enemy, proscribed money payments to the British empire, and censored mail 
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and telegrams (the Bulgarians and die Turks later did the same). Wlien it became 
obvious by January 1915 that the war would not end widi quick victory, and that 
achieving diis victory would require substantial amounts of blood and treasure, 
the Central Powers’ conduct of economic warfare developed two strands. The 
first was to ensure adequate food and raw material supplies. Given the autarkic 
suppositions of pre-1914 war planning, German resources had to be exploited to 
the full. Tlie agricultural and raw material wealth of conquered territory could 
supplement these resources. Here, the western reaches of the Russian empire 
beckoned as a means to overcome supp^ problems caused by the allied 
blockade—and the capture of these territories was a German war aim. In the 
case of Belgium, German occupation forces so mercilessly expropriated food 
and fodder that the civilian population faced starvation. Furtlier afield, Berlin 
endeavoured to maintain its trading links wiA neutral powers, especially the 
Scandinavian states. Holland, and the United States. Tliis involved using both 
German and neutral merchantmen and, often, being less than truthful in issuing 
cargo manifests so as to outwit allied naval officers wdio intercepted these 
vessels. 

The second strand of Central Power economic warfare involved efforts to 
disrupt the enemy economies, especially that of Britain, the allied paymaster. 
Shipping, trade, and insurance were all vulnerable to operations by cruisers, 
but Germany’s pre-war naval spending had concentrated on battleships for the 
North Sea to the detriment of its global capacity to wage a guerre de course. 
The biggest surface threat to British trade at the outset of the war, Spee’s East 
Asiatic Squadron based at Kiaochow. was destroyed at the battle of the FaJk- 
lands on 8 December 1914. Frustration at the inability of the High Seas Fleet 
to engage the Royal Navy on reasonable terms produced pres.sure from some 
Navy Ministry officials, the press, and business interests for submarine attacks 
on allied seaborne commerce. Alfred Ballin, the Navy Ministry under-secretary, 
best encapsulated the tenor of these arguments: Germany had to undertake 
‘the most brutal carrying out of a submarine blockade’. On 1 February 1915, 
Wilhelm II and his senior civilian and military advisers decided that German 
submarines, not surface vessels, would cany out 'a commercial blockade’ of 
allied shipping. 

Germany possessed only thirty-nine submarines during the first months of 
the war. As the operational importance of these warships began to dominate 
Berlin’s naval strategy—they could be built faster and more cheaply than surface 
craft—Wilhelm II’s government diverted greater funding and resources to their 
development. Between tlie autumn of 1914 and the spring of 1915, 103 submar¬ 
ines were ordered from German shipyards. Byearfy 1915, the German navy was 
conducting operations in the Atlantic and North Sea approaches to Britain and 
France and off Flanders. These attacks had a limited impact on allied imports. 
For example, in March 1915, only 21 merchantmen out of 5,000 leaving or 
entering British ports were sunk. But on 7 May 1915, a British finer that had 
departed from New York, the Lusitania, was sunk off Ireland. Although German 
intelligence believed the Lusitania carried war materials and the German embassy 


Facing: Although a 
legitimate act ot 
economic warfare, the 
German sinking of the 
Lusitania angered 
American opinion and 
helped force the 
German government to 
abandon unrestricted 
submarine warfare In 
mid-1915. Submarine 
attacks were Integral to 
Central Power efforts to 
weaken the allied 
economies. 
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The submarine came of 
age in the FirstWorid 
War. At its outbreak, the 
British saw it as a 
weapon of coastal 
defence, limited in size, 
range, and speed, 
but able to torpedo 
approaching enemy 
warships. From early in 
the war, it was used 
principally in economic 
warfare and its target 
became merchant ships. 
Required to operate 
further out to sea, it 
grew in size and 
strength, as the 
construction of this 
British submarine in 
January 1918 shows. 



in the United States published warnings in American newspapers that such 
ships would be subjeci to submarine attiick. o\-er i.ooo psLssengers died, including 
120 Americans. The American government, led by President Woodrow Wilson. 
is.svied a stnmg protest that sugge.sted the United States might intervene in the 
war agiiinst (iennans'. 

Tlirough complicated diplomac\'—and after more American lives were lost 
when another v essel was sunk in August—Washington s protest and the chanc-e 
that American resources might be fully committed to the allied alliance saw the 
German government adopt a policy of restricted submarine attacks: neutral 
merchantmen and all passenger liners would lie exempt from attack. In large 
degree, the German submarine offensive went into suspended animation until 
Janiiarv 1917. But the German navy’s fnistration redoubled after the failure to 
break the Roval Navy’s stranglehold on the North .Sea in the battle of Jiitlaiul. 
The chief of the Admiraltv staff claimed that U-boats could sink Bcxi.ooo tons of 
shipping per mouth, and that the adoption of unrestricted submarine war would 
knock Britain out of the war vvitliin sLx months. The navy was supported by the 
armv, devastated by the battles of materiel of 1916 and persuaded that they 
rested on the economic and industrial might of the United States. The failure of 
the peace negotiations in December 1916 dented the arguments of those more 
concerned to keep America neutral. Germany reckoned that die war would lie 
won or lost before the United States’ militarv contribution could take effect. 
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Beginning in February 1917, German submarines conducted the land of 
operations envisaged by Ballin and others two years before. Tlirough the spring 
and summer of 1917, this German offensive saw mounting shipping losses for 
Britain and its allies—1,505 merchantmen (2,775^406 tons) in six months. How¬ 
ever, supported by the United States navy, the Rc^'al Navy responded with 
effective defensive measures; heavily protected convoys, improved employment 
of depth charges and mines, air cover, and better use of intelligence. By late 
1917, although the British had to ration food, and some basic commodities were 
in short supply, Germany’s ability to disrupt allied economic life via the sub¬ 
marine offensive abated (617 sinkings in five months). Attacks on allie d shipping 
continued into 1918 with limited effectiveness, but the Central Powers had lost 
this critical element of the economic war by the time the Germans forced the 
Bolshevik Russian regime to sign the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and embarked on 
their great, and ultimately unsuccessful, offensive in 1918. 

Because of the unexpected duration of the struggle, the operational side of eco¬ 
nomic warfare for both alliances was balanced by their «hplomacy towards the 
neutral powers. The reason was simple: the onset of total war meant that the 
allied and the Central Powers’ economies required agricultural products, indus¬ 
trial raw materials, and specialized machinery, plus financial assistance, that 
could come only from neutral sources. Altliough belligerent foreign policies 
considered a series of minor issues toiiclung the neutrals, tike Spain’s desire to 
trade with Germany, London and Berlin were each preoccupied with their 
alliance’s relations with Sweden and the United States. The turning point for 
both of these problems occurred in mid-1917 with the collapse of the tsar’s 
regime and American entry into the war against the Central Powers. The result 
was a diplomatic victory for the allied powers that strengtliened their ability to 
disrupt the Central Powers’ war effort. 

Tlie most important European neutral power for both the Central Powers 
and the Entente until mid-1917 was Sweden. This situation stemmed from 
several factors: the Swedish government’s avowed neutrality after August 
1914; the pro-German and anti-Russian proclivities of the Swedish court, 
armed forces, and political and intellectual elites; and the geographical 
importance of the country respecting trading routes to both Germany and 
tsarist Russia. In August 1914, the Swedish government simultaneously de¬ 
clared its neutrality and its intention to continue its commercial links with 
Germany—in this, it had American support until April 1917. Just as crucial in 
this period, Stockholm had a decided diplomatic advantage of its own. The 
only effective trading route for tsarist Russia >ras overland from Swedish ports 
like Gothenberg to the Russian grand duchy of Finland; the Turks closed the 
Dardanelles, and a rail-line from Nikolaev on the Murman coast south was not 
yet completed. In difficult negotiations in early 1915, and despite an even 
more restrictive British order-in-council (March 1915), the Swedish govern¬ 
ment forced the allies to accept the principle of transhipment; for every ton of 
goods of either Swedish domestic produrtion or foreign manufacture that 


The effects on 
neutral powers 
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The effectiveness of the 
allied blockade made 
money of little value 
within the German 
economy. Barter, thus, 
became crucial for the 
survival of the average 
German, especially 
In the cities.This 
photograph shows 
Berliners bartering 
potato peelings for 
firewood in 1917, 


crossed Sweden bound for Russia, the Swedes could export an equivalent 
amount to Germany. 

Though distasteful to the Admiralts' and other ministries in London, this 
arrangement was supported b\’ the British minister in Stockliolm, Esme Howard, 
and the Russian goxemmenf. Tran.shipment was the price to ensure that adequate 
supplies reached Russia, permitting the Tsar’s regime to miiintain its armies 
against Germanv anti Austria-Hungary- on the eastern front. A Russian military' 
c-ollapse or a separate peace treaty would free 8o to loo CJerman divisions that, 
if transferred west, could allow Germany to break the military- stalemate in 
France. Added to Hoyvard’s concern was a veiletl Swedish threat that, if pushed 
loo hard over blockade. Sweden would join the war on the side of the Central 
Powers. Such an event coultl drive Russia from the war. This does not mean that 
Howard approved of transhipment—he did not. But the dictates of Realpoliiik 
had to guide allied policv, and Crowe and the (Contraband Department gnulg- 
ingly supported Howard's application of bloc-kade policy in the north. 

The United Slates was the most important neutral power for both the allies 
and the Central Powers. American policy concerning the l->elligerents’ economic 
yvarfare after August 1914 w-as based on a demand for ‘freedom of the seas’ or. 
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more prosaically, neutral trading rights. Wanting access to American goods and 
capital, both alliances warily approacdied the Americans. Tire Wilson administra¬ 
tion’s success in neutering Germany’s submarine offensive after the Lusitania 
sinking has already been discussed. Less effective >ras American resistance to 
die British orders-in-council, prize courts, and c^ier elements of the allied 
blockade. Washington’s opposition to these measures was driven home to the 
British and their allies in a series of formal protests between late 1914 and the 
end of 1916. Strong pro-allied and Anglophile sentiments were held by a number 
of prominent Americans, including Wilson and the financier J. P. Morgan, Jr., 
whose firm served as Britain’s banker in the United States. But Anglo-American 
relations were severely strained in the first two years of the war as, backed by the 
power of die Royal Navy, London refused to modify the blockade to meet 
American grievances. By late 1916, when American presidential elections were 
held, the possibility of a rupture between die two English-speaking powers 
seemed possible. Wilson won re-election in November on promises to keep out 
of the war and ensure the ’freedom of the seas’. The tangible manifestation of 
American sensitivity towards the allied blockade came with the passage of a bill 
in Congress in December authorizing the construction of a navy ‘second to 
none’. A major crisis seemed imminent. 

But then came Germany’s announcement of unrestricted submarine warfare. 

On 3 February 1917, American repugnance to this major assault on neutral trading 
rights led to a severing of relations with Germany. American anti-Germanism 
grew during the next two months and, nurtured by issues like the Zimmermann 
telegram, led to the American declaration of war against Germany on 6 April 
1917. United States entry into the war came at a propitious moment for the 
allies. A month earlier, the Tsar’s regime had been oveitlirown by moderates 
seeking a constituUonal government. 'Tlie resultant chaos in Russia, which led to 
a disastrous offensive in the summer and the Bolshevik coup d'^at in November, 
saw Russia’s withdrawal from the war. Germany’s chance to break the stalemate 
in the west had arrived; its offensive there began in March 1918. These events 
in the year after April 1917 meant that allied economic warfare entered a new 
phase. This phase was marked 1 ^ heightened economic pressure on the Central 
Powers that, simultaneously, led to a weakening of tlie German submarine 
offensive, further material shortages, and increasing domestic unrest in Ger¬ 
many and Austria-Hungary. Additional^, with the United States a belligerent, 
the neutral powers, chiefly Sweden, had lost their most powerful ally in seeking 
to mitigate the impact of the blockade. 

Indeed, the United Stales navy joined widi the Royal Navy in enforcing the Economic warfare 

blockade against both the Central Powers and their neutral suppliers, and it did and final victory 

so svith unej^ected vigour. After the collapse of Russia's war effort, Sweden’s 

threat to intervene in the war on Germany’s side disappeared; Howard, Crowe, 

and the Ministry of Blockade now turned the economic screws on Sweden—and 

Germany—as tightly as they could. Finalfy, American supplies and loans flowed 

more easily across the Atlantic to aid the allied armies in meeting the renewed 
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The economic 
dislocation in Germany 
caused by the 
allied naval blockade 
created political 
unrest, including 
anti-government 
demonstrations. This 
photograph shows 
anti-government rioters, 
in the midst of street 
fighting in Berlin, 
stopping to butcher a 
dead horse with pocket 
knives while the fighting 
goes on around them. 



German threat on the \ve.steni front. It is not surpri.sing tiiat. within a inontli of 
the American declaration of war, Arthur Btdfoiir, Grey’s stic“cessor as foreigti sec¬ 
retary, went to the United States to arrange new loans and increase American 
material assistance to the allie<l war elTort. The American Expeditionar\' Force 
played a minor role in the final defeat of the Germany and its allies in Nox einher 
1918. Yet. strengthened by the United States navx iuidwithfullaccess to American 
economic and financial resources, allied economic warfare in the final eigliteen 
months of the conflict helperl hasten the collapse of the Central Powers. Allied 
blockade policies pursued from Angjist 1914 to April 1917 had disrupted the 
German economy, increased food shortages, and created domestic unrest that 
led to worrxing civil disturbances like the food riots. After mid-1917, more 
effective allied economic warfare accentuated these problems for Genmuiy and 
its confederates. VATien the great German offeasive failed to deliver tlie anticipated 
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knock-out blow by the late summer of 1918 and its three allies sought separate 
armistices, Wilhelm Us government realized that it lacl^d the military and eco¬ 
nomic capabihty to continue the struggle. It did not have the time or the where¬ 
withal to exploit the resources taken from Russia imder the terms of the treaty of 
Brest Litovsk. The result was the collapse of the imperial regime, the advent of 
its repubhcan successor, and the German surrender on 11 November 1918. 

Economic warfare was of decided importance in the course of the First 
World War. Overall, the ability of each alliance coalition to disrupt the enemy’s 
economy and cripple its financial health became as crucial in the pursuit of vic¬ 
tory as success on the battlefield. When quick victory proved illusory, the strat¬ 
egies of economic warfare on both sides became more precise and more brutal. 
The alhes proved ultimately more adept at practising this element of the art of 
total war, something seen in the legal basis of their blockade, the establishment 
of the British Contraband Department and Ministry of Blockade, their anti¬ 
submarine skills, and their pragmatic diplomacy towards the neutral powers 
before and after mid-i9i7. Conversely, the Centrd Powers’ conduct of eco¬ 
nomic warfare was simplistic: find material supply from neutrals and captured 
territory wliilst using submarines to attack allied and neutral shipping. When 
German leaders opted for unrestricted submarine warfare, they drove the 
United States into the allied camp, weakened friendly powers like Sweden, and, 
because of added shortages in essential commodities, saw a rise in domestic dis¬ 
comfort amongst their populations that struck at the political strength and cohe¬ 
sion of the German and Austro-Hungarian states. Although not solely responsible 
for the Central Powers' defeat, the allied approach to the economic side of the 
struggle ‘disheartened’ the Central Powers and helped undermine their ability 
to wage total war. 
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Economic 
Mobilization: 
Money, Munitions, 
and Machines 



HEW STRACHAN 


The short war 
illusion 


W e are often told that soldiers marched off to war in August 1914 
believing that they would be home before the leaves fell—or. at worst, 
In' Christmas. That is no more than a romment on human nature. 
Wishful thinking in the fac“e of adversitv' is one of the mechanisms bv which 
people cope. It is not necessarily an insight into pre-war assessments concerning 
the war’s duration or its nature. Popular c“onceptions should not be mistaken for 
expert opinion. 

Wlien Helmuth von Moltke succ“eeded SchliefTen as Germany’s chief of the 
general staff he told the Kaiser that the next war ‘will not be settled by a decisive 
battle blit by a long wearisome struggle with a coimttv' that will not be overcome 
until its whole national force is broken'. In so saving he was doing no more than 
repeating the wisdom of his clLstinguished uncle. Nor was he alone. W'hen Kit¬ 
chener became secretary of state for war in Britain in August 1914 he advised 
the cabinet to readv it.self for a war that vv'ould last tliree years. 
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Soldiers had three reasons for anticipating a long and indecisive war. First, 
they knew, in so far as anyone could know, the likely impact of the revolution in 
firepower that had taken place since 1871. Tliis appeared to favour the defensive 
and was likely to make attacks protracted and cosdy affairs. Secondly, the wide¬ 
spread adoption of universal military service did more than cre^e abundant 
reserves on which a long war could feed; it also, in a more democratic age, 
ensured that states would only fight when the cause was deemed both just and 
popular. Such a war, once started, would by definition be difficult to stop. Tliirdly, 
the alliance blocs of 1914 meant that a decisive victory over one power would 
not of itself settle the outcome of the war. 

The problem for Moltke, as it had been for SchlielFen, was that the German 
army could not live with the implicatirais of this analysts. Britain, France, and 
Russia had a combined national income 60 per cent greater than that of Ger¬ 
many and Austria-Hungary. Even in terms of peacetime military etcpenditure, 
the three Entente nations comfortably outstripped the Central Powers, and, in 
an era of mass armies, their population base was five times bigger. A protracted 
war promised defeat for Germany. The only consolation for tlie Central Powers 
was that their enemies had a long tail. Their colonies saddled the Entente with 
territories that were extensive (eleven times the size of those of the Central 
Powers) but backward; as a result the Ententes gross domestic product per head 
was only just over half that of Germany and its allies. 

It was therefore precisely because he recognized the danger of a long war 
that Schlieffen developed an operadonal plan for a short and decisive campaign 
against France. But since he laiew that tactical and strategic logic vitiated his 
own solution, he used arguments tliat were economic and financial to buttress 
his position. He argued that the war would be short because the powers could 
not afford it to be long. 

A large body of informed economic opinion took a similar line. Indeed one of Financing the war 
the best-known analyses of future war written before 1914, that by I. S. Bloch, 
a Polish banker, was not so out of step with the then-current ortliodoxy as some 
would have us believe. Bloch anticipated a long and indecisive war, and reck¬ 
oned that even the advanced nations would have considerable difficulties in 
funding it. His conclusion was as irrationally optimistic as the popular mood of 
August 1914 itself; he contended that the costs would deter nations from going 
to war. 

Bloch’s military analysis was correct, his financial calculations totally wrong. 

Even the poorest European powers were not forced out of the war by financial 
imperatives. Indeed the Ottoman empire sustained the longest war of all, since 
it effectively began figliting in 191Z. The treasuries of Europe saw their task not 
as one of restraint but of enablement. Typical \ras Karl Helfferich, Germany's 
finance secretary from February 1915 to May 1916, who rejected thrift; the 
watchword in Germany was that ‘mon^ pl<9^ no role’. In Britain, the chancellor 
of the exchequer at the war’s outbreak, Uqyd Geor^, had—in the opinion of 
]. M. Keynes—not the ‘faintest idea of the meaning of money’. In general the 
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belligerents took the view that the bulk of the war’s 
costs would be paid after the war was over. 

Taxation tlierefore plaved a minimal role in 
funding the war as it was l>eing fought. Most states’ 
taxation sv'stems in 1914 relied on indirect revenue, 
principallv’ customs aJid excise, and these receipts 
declined as international trade diminished. Britain 
alone had an effective system of income tax in 
place in 1914, although only 1.13 million of the 
total population of 46 million paid it. During the 
war 2.4 million entered tlie sv'stem for the first time, 
and the contributions of waged members of the 
working class multiplied 3.7 times. But taxation 
.still onlv covered alxiut 20 per cent of Britain’s war 
costs. The prime function of taxation was to curb 
infiation—generated in part by the fact that money 
incomes were rising while the availabilih' of con¬ 
sumer goods was falling—and to sustain inter¬ 
national credit. 

The reason whv so many financiers had antici¬ 
pated a short war was that they had underes¬ 
timated the state’s abilitv' to liorrow. The war was 
financed primarilv bv' cretlit. Loans were raised in 
three wavs. First and most significant was the 
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ways 

Lssue of short-term treasurv bills, which gradually 
took the place of gold in securing a .state’s note Lssue. Thus the cash in circula¬ 
tion increased in step with the govenimenfs borrowing, so stoking inflation. 
Between 1914 and 1918 note circulation in Germany rose 1,141 per cent, in 
Britain 1,154 per cent, Airstria-Hungary 1,396 per cent. The inflationarv' 
effects meant that the increa.se in money .supply became a form of cxnnpulsoA' 
domestic borrowing. 

Bv contRLSt, the secontl form of Ixirrovving, publiciv issued war bonds, was 
subscrilied to voluutarilv. Buying bonds became an intlicadon of hiith in ultimate 
victory and thus a form of popular mobilization. It was also a means of consoli¬ 
dating the floating <lebt created through the expansion of the note issue. As the 
war went on. much of the war loan stock was, like tlie treasury bills, taken up 
bv financial institutions. France was the most successful of the belligerents in 
mobilizing private investors. 

France flid not issue its first war loiui until November 1915, and Britain issued 
only three war loans in aU. The difference between the borrowing patterns of 
these two powers anti those of other belligerents can be explained bv their com¬ 
paratively greater reliance on overseas credit—the tliinl form of borrowing. This 
Ls not to sav that foreign borrowing was unimportant to the Central Powers: 
Germany advanced credits to Austria-Hungarv in exchange for gold, and in its 
turn Gennanv passed gold to Turkey in exchange for Turkish treasury bills. Thus 


By May 1917, when 
Marco de Gastyne's 
caricature suggested 
that France was so rich 
that she could pour 
money away, the country 
was in practice heavily 
dependent on borrowing 
on the American money 
market, as was Britain. 
The fact that the United 
States had entered the 
war a month earlier, and 
so secured the allies’ 
capacity to raise funds 
In New York, is the best 
explanation for 
Marianne's smile—and 
for Germany's gloom. 
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the people of Germany, not the people of Turtey, funded increases in currency 
in the Ottoman empire. But Germany was not able to lock into the most important 
neutral money market in the world, that of New York. German imports from the 
United States were restricted by the Ententes Uockade. Tlius its demand for 
dollars was also limited. 

By contrast the Entente, and particularly Britain, paid for goods in the United 
States with money raised in the United Slates. Initially, much of tliis effort was 
directed towards the needs of Russia. Because Russia lacked the international 
financial credibility possessed by Britain, the latter acted on its behalf Over 
70 per cent of American funds advanced to Britain and France up until April 
1917 were destined for Russian use. But in 1915 Britain also became banker to 
Italy’s war effort, and in 1916 increasing to France’s. By 1 April 1917 Britain 
was spending $75 million a week in die United States, and it had borrowed $358 
million against total securities of $490 million. 

Predictions of a short war therefore rested on the presumption that the ortho¬ 
doxies of peacetime financing would continue to prevail in war. Economic ana¬ 
lysts could envisage running out of cash; they found it harder to imagine running 
out of munitions. In the event the maximization of resources, not the manage¬ 
ment of money, came to dominate the economic policies of the warring powers. 

In 1914 Europe was in the grip ofa land arms race which had grown in inten¬ 
sity since the second Moroccan crisis of 1911 and had been stoked by the Balkan 
wars. The consequent level of mobilization within the arms industry even in 
peacetime confirmed the beliefs of those who expected a long war, not a short 
one. And yet the first major economic crisis of die war—apart from the initial 
problems of liquidity consequent on mobilization—^was not one of funding but 
one of production. 

Shell shortage was a phenomenon common to all the armies by the winter of 
1914-15. Most had built up stocks which they thought would be sufficient for a 
minimum of three months’ fighting, and in some cases six months'. But they ran 
out of shells much faster than that. Hie French were short of shells by mid- 
September, and the Germans, British, and Russians by late October. Thus the 
cause of shell shortage was not that the war was longer than they had expected 
but that its nature was different. 

The principal precipitant of sheD shortage was trench warfare. If shell shortage 
arose in manoeuvre warfare it tended lobe transitory—the result of horse-drawn 
supply not keeping pace with the fast-moving armies in the field. Once the front 
became static, the line of communications between factory and battery became 
secure. If the guns ran short of shells in trench warfare, liiey did so not because 
of transport problems but because the rale of fire exceeded the rate of produc¬ 
tion. Furtliermore fixed positions enabled the guns to identify more targets. 
This not only increased shell consumption, it also generated a demand for a dif¬ 
ferent type of shell from that with which most field artillery batteries were 
equipped in 1914. Shrapnel, which burst in the air scattering fragments in a 
forward projection, was the preferred munition against dispersed infantrymen 


Shell shortage 
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The real strength of the 
British ministry of 
munitions lay not in 
London—for alt Lloyd 
George's trumpeting of 
his own achievements— 
but in the regions. 
National shell factories 
and national shell-filling 
factories, the second 
of which were 
commemorated for the 
Canadian War Memorial 
Fund by Charles Ginner, 
were administered by 
area boards made up of 
local businessmen. 


adv'ancing over open ground. But high explosive wa.s deemed more appropriate 
against men who had dug in. Generals anxious to explain their faihires in 1914 
were quick to attribute them to a lack of high-explosive shell. In doing so they 
onlv exacerbated the shortage of which the\’ complained, effectively discour¬ 
aging the search for tactical and operational solutions in favour of that for eco¬ 
nomic and industrial ones. 

The pursuit of methods by which to increase shell production in 1914—15 was 
the outward manifestation of a fundamental reorientation of indiistn,', from 
peacetime needs to wartime priorities. More deieloped economies managed 
this process better than did more backward peasant societies; the latter were 
capable of generating mass armies but were not eqiiipjied with the industrial 
base to arm them. So the British economy grew b\’ 10 per cent during the war, 
while that of the Ottoman empire fell by up to 40 per cent. Giv en the require¬ 
ments of domestic consumption and of international trade, no power could 
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contemplate the dislocation caused by the conversion to wartime production 
in advance of war itself. Although the political dimensions of the change varied 
according to local circumstances, the economic realities were broadly speaking 
comparable. Three specific issues arose immediate^'—the need to secure raw 
materials, the demand for labour, and the availability of plant. 

The most immediate cause of shortages in raw materials was invasion. 
Frances output of coal, iron ore, and steel was slashed by the loss of its north¬ 
eastern territories in August; by 1918 its gross domestic product had fallen 
30 per cent on its 1913 total, and about half of that was attributable to the ter¬ 
ritorial losses of 1914. Austria-Hungary’s Galician oilfields were under Russian 
occupation until May 1915, and the empire’s total output declined by up to 
65 per cent over the war as a whole. As Russia evacuated Poland in the same 
summer it lost a fifth of its coal and a tenth of its iron ore. More delayed in its 
effects was blockade. Russia, its Baltic and Black Sea exits closed, and its 
western frontier a battlefield, found its remaining maritime links—Vladivostok, 
Archangel, and Murmansk—too distant and too poorly served by railways to 
sustain the imports it required. Russian gross domestic product fell two-thirds 
between 1913 and 1917. 

The fear of British involvement in the war had caused the German navy to 
stress the vulnerability of the Ruhr to a blockade of imported raw materials 
as early as 1906. Although little was done before 1914, Germany’s response in 
August was Immediate: a raw materials office was set up under the aegis of the 
Prussian war ministry. The office was an agent of collectivism, its task being the 
central allocation of raw materials. But its staff, including its parent and first 
head, Walther Rathenau of AEG, were mostly drawn from large companies. The 
capitalist ethos was evident in the fact that the ownership of raw materials 
remained vested in individual businesses. 

Such paradoxes were not confined to Germany. All the industrially more 
advanced belligerents relied on businessmen to staff their war economies. In 
Russia, where the issue was less the conversion to war production and more 
the advent of induslriali2ation per se, industry effectively mobilized itself In 
June 1915 the association of trade and industry called for full industrial mobil¬ 
ization and created a central war industries committee. By 1916 the Russian 
economy had grown 21.6 per cent over 1913. At the opposite extreme was 
Austria-Hungary. Alone of the belligerents it had collectivist legislation in 
place before the war began; the 1912 emei^eoty war law allowed the state to 
take over war-related businesses, and made their employees liable to military 
law. On the one hand entrepreneurial flair seemed to be snuffed out, and on 
the other the state’s supervisory apparatus was fragmented by inter-ministerial 
disputes and by Hungary’s refusal to co-operate with what it saw as an Austrian 
arrangement. None the less, by 1916 key production indices showed an improve¬ 
ment over 1913; they fell in 1917 and collapsed in 1918. 

Britain, its maritime links robust until 1917, more worried by the man¬ 
agement of labour than by the acquisition of raw materials, lioyd George, who 
became the first minister of munitions in June 1915, 'ras determined to curb the 
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power of the trade unions, and particularly the right to strike. Munitions workers 
found themselves committed to compulsory arbitration. Nor were they free 
to change employment: by mid-1915 tlie recruiting of the New Armies had 
deprived the arms factories of 16 per cent of their workforce and the chemicals 
and explosive industries of 23.8 per cent. Vickers initiated the policy of‘badging’ 
their workers, to enable them to resist the imputation that their lack of uniform 
indicated a lack of patriotism. ‘Dilution’—the use of unskilled labour in auto¬ 
mated processes—was some compensation for the loss of skilled workers, but it 
was fiercely contested 1^ the trade unions, and eventually adopted as a wartime 
expedient only. 

These problems were less acute in countries with conscription. In France, 
Albert Thomas, appointed a junior minister with responsibility for munitions 
in May 1915, shared with Lloyd Geoi^e a radical pedigree, but like others 
elsewhere set out to boost production through the enlistment of capitalism 
rather than through the espou.sal of collectivism. Workers’ rights were sec¬ 
ondary. A law of August 1915 established the notion of‘military workers’, men 
released from the army for the needs of war production, but who thereby lost 
the freedom to change jobs and also effectively forfeited the right to strike. 
When Britain eventu^y adopted conscription—in early 1916—it was as much 
a device for apportioning the nation’s workforce as a whole as it was a means 
to get men for the army. 

The third problem—that of plant—was one that afflicted all powers. Most 
routine arms orders before the war were handled by state ordnance factories. 
The work of private business in peacetime was restricted to the construction of 
warships (where there was effectively over-capacity in the context of the imme¬ 
diate needs of 1914-15) or to the satisfaction of specific but often short-term 
demands. To prevent plant lying idle, arms firms either diversified into other 
businesses or pursued export markets. What they could not do was sustain in 
peacetime the level of plant which wartime orders would demand. 

Thus, when the belligerent nations turned to private industry with massive 
orders for guns and shells, the specialized arms manufacturers were unable to 
respond in short order. Many of tliem were also cautious: the construction of new 
factories and the acquisition of fresh machinery would leave them with excessive 
capacity at the war’s end. What resulted was a de facto division of labour. The 
pre-war arms manufacturers—including Krupp in Germany. Schneider-Creusot 
in France, Skoda in Austria-Hungary, and Viclrers in Britain—concentrated on the 
most sophisticated end of the market. They built heavy artillery wliich required 
precision engineering using highty specialized machine tools. The production of 
other weaponry was reconfigured in such a way that businesses with no back¬ 
ground in arms manufacture could be rapidly enlisted. 

Trench warfare helped. It promoted a reversion to ‘old’ technologies, the mor¬ 
tars and grenades of siege warfare—^neither of them sophisticated devices and 
both means of drawing in new firms to arms production. In Russia Faberge aban¬ 
doned jewellery for grenades. Shell manufacture was simplified. In Germany and 
France shells were made of cast iron rather than compressed steel so that factories 
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'Please let us know, as 
soon as possible, the 
number of tins of 
raspberry jam issued to 
you iast Friday.'Waste 
was a consequence of 
industrialized war, 
particularly for the 
better-supplied Entente 
armies on the western 
front.The salvage 
of equipment kept 
50 men in continuous 
employment in one 
Australian division in 
1917. Another approach 
to waste management 
was tight accounting, 
which required harassed 
front-line officers to fill 
in countless forms in 
seemingly pettifogging 
bureaucracy. 


equipped with simple turning lathes and milling machines (rather than hydraulic 
presses) could be brought into service. Tims automobile manufacturers like 
LoiiLs Renault were able to enter tlie munitions business. But the turning process 
could not fasliion the nose-cone of the shell, and Renault’s shells had to be made 
in two parts, so earning the nickname ‘bi-blocs’. 


141 




HEW STRACHAN 


The battle of 
materiel 


The short-term consequence of increased output was a fall in quality. Inspection 
standards were lowered, and the performance of the new shells did not match 
that of the old. Francelost over 600 field guns in 1915 through premature explo¬ 
sion. On the Somme in 1916 30 per cent of the shells fired by British guns in 
the opening bombardment proved to be duds. Not until after 1916 would the 
defects inherent in rapid ej^ansion of production—the lowering of inspection 
standards, the incorporation of ill-qualified firms, the dilution of skilled labour— 
be overcome. In the last two years of the war the belligerents, and especially the 
Entente powers, enjoyed both quantity and quality. 

Between 1914 and 1916 the major land powers of Europe were in some senses 
running hard to stay in the same spot. They had committed themselves to the 
formation of mass armies before the war began. Thus much of their productive 
effort was devoted to making good the gaps which the opening battles made in 
their massive arsenals. France, for example, became preoccupied with 
guns and shells to tlie virtual exclusion of heavy artillery. But Britain did notenter 
the war with a mass army. Its munitions crisis was driven to a lesser degree by the 
problems of replacement and replenishment and to a much greater degree by 
those of rapid expansion. In equipment terms it was less constrained by what it 
already had. Furthermore both services had come to rely on a margin of techno¬ 
logical superiority—in the navy as means to sustain its overall supremacy, and in 
the army as compensation for its numerical Inferiority in the operations of colo¬ 
nial conquest. In 1904 Britain was the first power to standardize the distribution 
of machine guns; in 1905 it spearheaded die dreadnought revolution. In 1915, 
therefore, it continued to seek a qualitative edge and to use technology to com¬ 
plement, or even to substitute for, manpower. One outcome was the develop¬ 
ment of the tank. But much more significant was a sequence of programmes 
developed for the production of heavy artillery, not field artillery, and wliich set 
targets in excess of Britain’s manpower capabilities. Britain hoped to win the war 
in 1917 by the systematic application of industrial power to the battlefield. In tlie 
event alliance considerations brought this timetable forward to July 1916, too 
early for this arsenal to be fully available or fijr the imperfections in its employ¬ 
ment to be resolved. Moreover, the effects of Verdun on the French army meant 
that British manpower took the larger share of the Somme battle. Britain would 
not experience the full benefits of its artillery superiority until 1917—18. 

By 1916 both Britain and, to a lesser extent, France had accepted a consider¬ 
able degree of control and centralization in the direction of their war economies. 
B\il in Germany the chancellor, Bethmann HoIIweg, remained resistant to any¬ 
thing that smacked trf corporatism. Such convictions were challenged by the 
impact of Verdun and the Somme: the British artillery, in the opinion of some 
observers, broke the old German army and loosened, if not shattered, its morale. 
The Germans employed a new vocabulary to describe what they saw as a new 
type of warfare, a ‘battle of materid’. 

Not the least of those whose views were reshaped was the new chief of 
the general staff, Hindeoburg, whose first exposure to the fighting on the 
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western front this was. On 31 August 1916 Hindenburg launched his so-called 
programme', todouble the siipplv of munitions and to triple the output of machine 
guns and artiller\’ by Mav 1917. The main effect was rhetorical. The targets were 
little different from those alreaA' establisherl b\’ the Pni.s.sian War Ministry, and in 
any case they were not met. Wliat had set tire pace of gtin production in Germany 
was die output of powder for the shells; the Gennan chemical industry’ was reliant 
on imports of cotton, camphor, pv-rites, and saltpetre in 1914. It de\'eloped alterna¬ 
tive processes to compensate for these, hut there remained little point in having 
more guas if there was nothing to fire from them. 

Moreover, the Hindenburg programme treated the arms industry in isola¬ 
tion from the economy as a whole—despite the fact that the message of 1916 
was that the two were indivisible. In part this was a reflection of bureaucratic 
c-onfusion. For the general staff to state its munitions requirements was unex¬ 
ceptionable; for it to do so in direct collusion with its indastrial suppliers and 
without the involvement of the Paissian War Minislr)’ was not. In October 1916 
the supreme headquarters proposed the creation of an economic command that 
would be under its control and independent of the War Ministry. In the event 
the new authoritv', called the War Office, was incorporated within the frame¬ 
work of the existing War Ministrv; but duplicated many of its functions. 


Austria-Hungary's iron 
and steel industries 
were slow to modernize, 
and their output lagged 
far behind that of the 
other major European 
powers before the war. 
The empire never 
overcame the deficit, 
and by 1918 its steel 
production had slumped 
to half the 1916 peak of 
3.3 million tons. Church 
beiis were collected In 
theVienna arsenal for 
conversion into 
munitions. 
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In November 1914 
France's daily output of 
75mm shells was the 
same—13,000—as it had 
been at the outbreak of 
the war. It reached 
Its January 1915 
target—80,000—in July. 
Thereafter, by 
following a policy of 
standardization and 
large-scale production, 
Citroen overhauled 
Renault as France's 
principal private shell 
manufacturer, producing 
24 million shells by 1918. 


Wliiil had set industry a^ast the existing War Ministry was the management of 
labour. Industry- wanted to direct CJermany’s workforce in its own interests. The 
W'ar Ministry’ was more sensitive to otlier concerns—not only the army’s need for 
men but also the recognition of workers’ rights. The Hindenburg programme 
exacerbated these tensions, as its achievement depended on the release of 
skilled workers from the army. Industrialized war demanded a lalwur policy that 
was comprehensive in its acknowledgement of the needs of the army, industry, 
and labour. Thus the vision that impelled the War Office’s Auxiliaiy Service Urw, 
approved by the Reichstag in Decemlrer 1916, was genuineK' corporatist. In con¬ 
scripting all males aged 17 to 60, CJermany accepted the principle of compulsory 
arbitration and accepted the role of trade unions in the management of labour. 

At a paroc’hial level what is striking in both measures is that CJermany's legis¬ 
lation was introduc-ed four years after Austria-Hungaiy’s emergency war law and 
alxnit eighteen inontlis after comparable steps had been taken in Britain. Ev'en 
then the controls which were imposed were less extensive. 

In Mivch 1915 the British trade unions had insisted that the corollary of the loss 
of rights for those in munitions industries should be a limitation on emplovers’ 
profits. The Munitions of War Act had therefore .set a ceiling on the profits of 

armaments finns, and in September 1915 an excess 


FABRICATIW DES OBU3 SHRAPNEL.LS 



POUR lA TONCE lARUSSIE L’ITAUE 
ETIA ROUMANIE 


profits tax was imposed in those businesses engaged 
in other activities. Italy followed suit in November. 
Austria-Hungary in April 1916, and France in July. 
The British lax was far from perfec-t, and Ixith Austriiui 
and French businesses were able effectively to post¬ 
pone pavinent until after the war; C’itroen showed a 
profit of 6.1 million francs between 1914 and 1917, 
but paid only 60,000 francs in tax. But in (lermany, 
iilthongh it too introduced a war profits t<ix at the end 
of 1915, the government gave sufficient notice to 
enable evasion, and thereafter firms c-ould avoid 
liability by transferring their profits to their reserves 
or by accpiiring government war loans. Firms set 
prices on delivery and thus the state (as the principal 
cxjnsumer) bec-ame the main payer of the tax. The 
trade unions demanded the tax be tightened as part 
of their ac-ceptanc'e of the Auxiliary’ Service Law, but 
failed. Wilhelm Groener. die first head of the W'ar 
Office, found himself forc-ed out of his job when he 
took a similar line in 1917. In 1916 the Daimler motor 
works distributed a dividend of 35 per c-ent, and the 
most successful steel and mining firms showed an 
eightfold increase in profits on 1912—13 over the first 
three years of the war. 

It was argued then, and has been since, that the 
profit motive was the best method of mobilizing 
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industry for the war effort. But this argument could not apply if high profits 
went hand in hand with falling productivity. German industiy's preoccupation 
with labour reflected its belief that it was the input in determining produc¬ 
tion. But the concentration on manpower deflected its attention from machinery. 
During the war automation declined rather than advanced: Daimler employed 
1.8 workers per machine in July 1914 but 2.4 per machine in autumn 1918. 

These figures bear testimony to the ability of industry to extract labour from 
a man-hungry army. But they also indicate the failing powers of workers in the 
central European lands. Short offood, lacking disposable cash for clothing, their 
strongest taken for military service, workers found their productivity falling des¬ 
pite longer working days. In Austria-Hungary in 1916 the output per worker 
from blast furnaces was 365 tons; in 1917 it was 225 tons. In the Donetz basin in 
Russia the annual output of coal fell from 146 tons per worker in 1914 to 122 tons 
in 1916, and of iron from 347 to 202. 

In the second half of the war, therefore, the fundamental issue in resource mobil¬ 
ization was the trade-off between machinery and manpower. If automatic 
weapons, light macliine guns, flame-throwers, tanks, and—above all—artillery 
could substitute for men with rifles, then labour could be released from the 
army to increase the production of those munitions. Thus the ratio of fire to men 
at the front line would go up, while at the same lime the wheels of industry 
would be accelerated rather than slowed. 

Herein was the theoretical solution to the conundrum of industrialized 
war sustained over a long haul. At the beginning of the war an allocation of two 
machine guns per battalion was standard across all armies. In March 1918 each 
German division of nine battalions had 54 machine guns and 144 automatic 
rifles, and each French division 72 machine guns and 216 automatic rifles. The 
British division, which had 64 machine guns and 192 light machine guns, was 
in the throes of being reduced from twelve battalions to nine, so immediately 
increasing its weapons-to-manpower ratio. For the attack at Amiens in August 
each British battalion, which in 1916 had averaged 1.000 men and been equipped 
with 4 light machine guns and 1 or 2 li^t trench mortars, carried 30 light machine 
guns, 8 light trench mortars, and 16 rifle grenades for its 500 men; it \vas also 
preceded by 6 tanks. 

At the end of 1917 the British army in France reclroned it vrould be short of 
250,000 men by March 1918, but a cabinet committee on manpovi^r placed the 
army’s manpower needs beneadi those of shipbuilding, aeroplane, and tank produc¬ 
tion. In Germany the Hindenbuig programme drained the army of a million men. 
Between September 1916 and mid-July 1917 the number workers exempted 
from military service rose from 1.2 million to 1.9 million, artd by January 1918 had 
reached 2.3 million. 

The implications of such decisions were more manageable for the Entente 
powers. When the Germans attacked in March 1918, the British were rein¬ 
forced by the French and in due course by the Americans; furthermore, 
they derived immense benefit in manpower terms from tlie empire. But the 
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manpower 
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Static fronts made 
railways better able to 
supply mass armies 
than would have been 
possible In more mobile 
operations. But by 1918 
this gleaming British 
engine, with Its tender 
full of coal, would have 
found little reflection in 
the strained networks of 
the Central Powers. 
Insufficient maintenance 
and inadequate fuel 
were bringing their 
locomotives to a halt. 


Germans lacked stich resources. The German arms's holdings of artillerv' 
peaked at 7,130 guns in Febniarv 1917. By December 1917 they had fallen to 
6,353 by No\ ember 1918 to 5,000. The decline was deliberate—a reflec¬ 
tion of the lack of men (and horses) available to service them. Wlien confronting 
collapse in October, the cry of the supreme command was not for munitions 
but for men. 

Manpower was of course not the onlv variable in determining the relation¬ 
ship between battlefield performance and industrial productivitv. Ultimately 
the Central Powers could not evade for ever the raw material shortages which 
had preoccupied them at the war’s outset. On the whole these constraints were 
not felt directly at the front—principallv because the war economy gave the 
needs of the armed forces priority. Wliere the\' had become most evident by 
191S was in transportation. In 1917 coal production in Germany fell for lack of 
labour. When labour was released from the army, the av ailability of coal high¬ 
lighted the consequences of sustained underinvestment in rolling stock and 
rail track. The denial of maritime transport and the expansion of territory 
through conquest increased the load which the railway networks had to bear. 
Au.stria-Hungar\; as a net coal importer before 1914. was even more vulner¬ 
able to the.se pressures. B\' 1918 demiUKl for coal in the DiuJ MonaR-hy exceeded 
supply by 27 per c-ent. As the war ended the Central Powers were literally 
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grinding to a halt: the movement of coal depended on the railways but the railways 
themselves were consuming the coal that was produced. 

The effect of the blockade in creating these particular resource constraints was 
indirect at best. Its focus became not contraband narrowly defined—munitions 
of war and the means for their production—but foodstuff. Backward powers 
ran out of food before they ran out of munitions, a problem particularly evident 
in Russia after the Bolshevik revolution and in Austria-Hungary as it seized the 
food stocks of Ukraine which its ally, Germany, had earmarked for its own popu¬ 
lation. However confused the administrative arrangements wliich the Central 
Powers adopted in response to food shortages, they at least ensured that those 
most vital to the war effort—soldiers at the front and worl^rs in heavy industry 
at home—received priority. The blockades principal victims, therefore, were 
those least essential to war industry. None the less, in the eyes of Entente finan¬ 
ciers, economic warfare had one decisive, if unintended, effect. 

On 28 November 1916 the United Slates' Federal Reserve Board advised its 
member banks against the purchase of foreign treasuiy bills, and warned pri¬ 
vate investors to consider carefully the nature of their overseas investments. 
Allied shares fell, and $1,000 million was wiped off the slock market in a week. 
The American economy, fuelled by allied orders, had become too dependent 
on the war itself and on an ultimate Entente victory for the Board’s comfort. 
Moreover Entente dependence on the United States’ money market for acces.s 
to its industrial capacity created a possible lever with which the United States 
could act as the broker in peace negotiations. 

During the winter of 1916-17, Britain shipped $300 million in gold to buoy up 
the exchange rate, and so manage tire costs of its American imports; it also accumu¬ 
lated an uncovered debt of £358 million with its New York bsinkers. But it refused 
to panic. Arguably tlie economic dependence of the two powers was mutual: the 
United States could not now afford to countenance an Entente defeat. 

That too was the calculation in Berlin. From Germany’s perspective the 
United States, although nominally neutral, had become a covert belligerent in 
economic terms. Thus it could conclude that the decision in February 1917 to 
adopt its own form of economic warfare, the unrestricted use of submarines, 
had no penalty. But in reality Britain could not see how it could continue to pay 
for the war beyond April. Germany knew of Britain’s financial pli^t, but had so 
downgraded the significance of money in the war effort dial it could not appre¬ 
ciate its potentially decisive implications. 

The resource constraint that worried Britain most in the last two years of 
the war was money. Its own debts to the United States were offset by the debts 
the alhes had incurred in London. But Russia looked likefy to default, and nei¬ 
ther France nor Italy was as fiscally rigorous as Britain would have liked. When 
unrestricted U-boat warfare tri gg ered America's entry into the war, the British 
Treasury breathed a collective sigh of relief. Moreover, the effect of American 
entry was also to tighten and clinch the blockade of Germany, since the belli¬ 
gerents were now freed of any undue regard for neutral opinion. 


America’s entry to 
the war 
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Like the British economy, that of the United States grew during the war, and 
also by lo per cent. Moreover, Russia's departure from the war meant that 
output per head in the Entente now outstripped that of the Central Powers for 
the first time in the war. By igi8 the allies had increased their lead over their 
enemies in all key indicators—population, territory and output. None tlie less, it 
would be wrong to conclude any analysis of the war economies by suggesting 
that the Entente won simpty because tire United States threw in its lot against 
the Central Powers. First, American financial aid after April 1917, though cru¬ 
cial, was grud^g, and ultimately recalled. Secondly, the creation of an American 
mass army diverted American munitions production from the support of the 
armies of Europe to that of its own. Tliirdly, much of the most sophisticated 
equipment required for the American armies was provided by the Entente 
powers—particularly in the shape of artillery from France. Undoubtedly the 
First World War helped promote New York as a financial centre to rival and 
eventually overtake London, but the decisive nature of American might in the 
Second World War should not be projected back on to the First. 
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H istorians of tiie First NVorlcI War, (Jail Braybon onc'e wrote, can be in 
(lanjter of treating women as ‘some kind of c-oherent group, with a uni¬ 
form set of aims, ambitions and experiences'. Altliongh a number of war¬ 
time observers and post-war commentators generalized about ‘women an<l the 
war’, the experiences of women during tiie First World War vmied according to 
age, cliLSs, geographic location, maritiil status, occupation, race, and sexuality- 
And yet perhaps contemporaries and historians can be forgiven for wanting to 
make some sort of sweeping statement about women. By paying attention to 
them as a group, both those at the time imd those reflecting upon events ever 
since granted visibility to women’s roles in wartime in nearly every' participant 
state luul, in doing so, helped iiffirm that, if we want to understand tliis war, we 
must look at what happened to women. 

So while being mindful to tliink of women in tlie discussion that follows as 
individuals, we can also acknowledge them as a group singled out because, with 
few notable exceptions, women did not engage in front-line combat. The asser¬ 
tion of a gendered understanding of w'artime behaviour—that men lielonged 
fighting at the front while women tended to the home—underscored many' war¬ 
time proclamations. That said, some factors definitively shaped the ways in 
which women as wonieu engaged with their re.spective war efforts. Since their 
national service was never compelled in the same maimer as that of men con¬ 
scripted into the armv, their work in all arenas remained, by contrast, voluntary. 
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As millions of women stniggled to continue their domestic labour as weU as to 
take on new waged and social work, their states became ever more willing to 
make intrusions into the most intimate aspects of daily life, 

Wliile women s private and public wartime roles varied considerably, ideal¬ 
ized female images and depictions of women as emblems of the nation appeared 
in nearly eveiy tvpe of propaganda. Wlien the German army swept into neutral 
Belgium in the summer of 1914. the metaphor of sexual violation—of the rape 
of Belgium’—was graphicallv shown not onlv in photographs of suffering refugee 
women and children hut also in images of prostrate women l>eneath a military 
lx)ot. Even more spectacularlv. in a poster calling on the people of the United 
States to ‘destrov’ this mad brute’, the (Jennan .soldier became an ape wielding a 
club marked ‘Kultur’ with one arm while holding a hapless woman in the other. 
Such sexualized images helped to translate the war’s more complicated origins 
imd actions into a simple stniggle of civilization against a barbaric culture that 
revelled in the desecration of wives, mothers, and babes in arms. Other less pro- 
voc-ative images used women allegoricalU' to represent the nation or liberty or 
justic-e; Marianne offered the soldiers of France the chance to fight for her 
honour but so too did (iennania and Britannia those of their countries. 

Still other versions of wartime appeals to men ii.sed women as both lure and 
taunt. Sinc-e Britiiin relied on volunteers aiul not conscripts at the start of the 
war. its messages to potential recruits utilizKl appeals from women of all ages; 
‘What did you do in tlie Great War Daddv?' asked a little girl perched on her 


Russia had more 
abundant supplies of 
men than any other 
belligerent In the war, 
but in addition it had a 
more relaxed approach 
to women serving in 
combat units. After the 
March revolution, 

Maria Botchkareva, who 
served in the tsarist 
army, was asked by 
Kerensky to form 
a ‘battalion of death', 
made up exclusively of 
women. Botchkareva 
herself said It was 
designed to shame the 
men into fighting, but 
elements did go into 
combat in the summer 
of 1917. 
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father’s lap, while a wife and mother waved die tnx^ off in Women of Britain 
say go!’, and a grandmotherly figure urged ‘Go, it’s your duty lad’. Later in the 
war, American artist Howard Chandler Christy featured a young woman dressed 
up in unifonn declaiming, 'Gee, I wish I irore a man, I'd join the Navy’. While 
die anomaly of a woman in uniform became less shocking the war’s end, the 
idea that a woman’s opinions could help sway a man’s actions continued 
throughout the war. The abundant media appeals to women verbally and visu- 
aUy to promote the war suggest that their gjvemments conceived of them as a 
particular group. The extent to wliich individual women embraced or resented 
being singled out in such a manner remains unknown but, like the men of their 
respective nations, a majority of women made vital if often invisible contribu¬ 
tions to the war effort. 

So while women could not join their men by officially taking up arms, they Gender and 
quickly assumed the role of instigators and supporters of the call to war. Despite geography 
diis commonality, the actual experiences of women at war depended a great deal 
on where they were. Not only did certain national variations shape women's war 
experiences in crucial ways, but so too did their location within nations. Urban 
life provided one set of challenges while rural communities—often depleted of 
male agricultural labour—offered another set. Locales closer to active battle 
zones suffered more directly from the war, although the increasing use of 
new military technology such as air power helped erode some of the barriers 
between home and war fronts, even for those at a greater remove. Territories 
occupied by enemy armies offered the women who inhabited them another set 
of obstacles as they sought to maintain their daily lives. 

For instance, in Belgium the invasion of 1914 and the subsequent occupation 
produced a set of circumstances that brought women directly into the war. The 
march of tlie German army, metaphorically described as rape, brought actual 
violence—including sexual assaults—home to women. Fleeing the invaders, 
refugee women and their children became a poignant emblem of the war’s costs. 

Those remaining in the occupied nation had to manage food and fuel shortages 
with die assistance of large networks of outside aid and die competing demands 
of the occupying army. While few women were mobilized into the labour force, 
several participated in caring for wounded Allied soldiers, liiding them, enabling 
their escape through neutral Holland, and working for British intelligence. They 
risked dieir lives doing so, as the notable example of British nurse Edith Cavell, 
executed in 1915 for aiding Allied soldiers recuperating in Belgium to escape, 
demonstrated. 

Belgium was far from being the only occupied territory wliere living under 
enemy rule transformed the lives of women. After successfully conquering 
Belgium, German troops swept into France onfytobe halted in autumn 1914. When 
the western front solidified, ten departments in northern France remained 
under occupation. As the war lasted beyond the initial invasion, anxiety grew 
in France about the fate of the women left behind enemy lines. Given the 
reputation of the barbarous ‘boche’, a French senator went so far as to propose 
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changing the laws to permit abortion for women in occupied territories who 
were presumed to have been raped and impregnated by German men. The 
measure never became law, but it launched a fierce debate over the fate of 
these alleged ‘children of the enemy’, becoming emblematic of the danger 
posed not only to individual women but also to the future of a nation poten¬ 
tially overrun by half-German children. 

Elsewhere in France, the divide between rural areas, struggling to maintain 
agricultural output without the male workforce, and urban centres, especially 
Paris, marked the war for many women. As a young wife in the south-west of 
France, Marie Pireaud wrote letters to her hu.sband Paul of the hardsliips faced 
by rural farming communities, telling him ‘how sad the countryside is’. It 
was clear that relying on the labour of women, boys, and older men was insuffi¬ 
cient to maintain pre-war levels of production. In turn, shortages could lead to 
rationing in cities like Paris, where urban residents including women also faced 
ongoing problems with housing. Insecurity about providing food and shelter 
struck at the heart of the tasks of maintaining home life, for which women were 
responsible in die absence of their men. And women felt keenly their inability 
to maintain pre-war standards for their families. 

This situation was perhaps most acute in the cities of the Central Powers. Tlie 
story of the women of Berlin or Vienna during the war was one of a grim—and 
not always successful—determination to keep families alive as food became 
increasingly rationed and unavailable. In wartime Berlin, where the state called 
upon women to form a ‘voluntary homefront army, which supports the soldiers 
by fighting the batde of the economy’, women found this role increasingly chal¬ 
lenging. Staples of the domestic kitchen, like bread, were rationed from 1915 
onwards, and Berlin women of all classes found that supplying themselves and 
their families with food meant facing long queues for much needed foodstuffs 
that often did not materialize. In wartime Vienna, women acting as heads of 
households, and competing witli refugees flooding the city from areas of Austria- 
Hungary that were closer to battle zones, found it difficult to obtain basic neces¬ 
sities. Urged by the government at the outset of the war to endure the enemy’s 
strategy of starvation, Viennese women by the middle of the war came to feel 
that their sacrifices were almost on par with those of soldiers. Writing to her 
prisoner of war husband in March 1917, one woman lamented, ‘I have lost all 
hope that I and your only cdiild will ever see you again, because we are going to 
die of starvation.’ Those residing in more rural areas had greater access to food, 
but the hungry, indeed starving, women wdio lined up for sustenance in such 
wartime cities became increasing^ willing to take action—to protest, riot, and 
seize food while denouncing the war itself. 

Millions of rural Russian women became refugees and fled into urban areas 
to take on new forms of employment. One potent source of protests similar to 
those in Germany and Austria-Hungary came from the soldatki (soldiers’ wives 
and also other female dependants) who demanded that the state take care of 
their basic needs. Having given over their menfolk to the war, these women felt 
that the state owed them adequate food and fuel. When they were not 
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forthcoming, the women protested against the war, first on «;onomic grounds 
and then on political. 

In other areas of Europe, women in the territories occupied by the 
Austro-Hungarian and German forces experienced the crttical disruption of 
dieir food supplies and other resources. Survival in these areas—that at various 
times included parts of Belorussia, Italy, Lidiuania, Poland, Romania, and 
Serbia—depended on the willingness of women to negotiate with military 
authorities. Such interactions could also involve the exchange of sexual encoun¬ 
ters for material support. The sense of an implicit sexual menace that occupying 
forces posed to the women under their control existed across all occupied zones, 
including Belgium and France. It was part of the anxiety and despair expressed 
by those living under occupation, especially when the labour of young women 
was requisitioned in the spring of 1916 and after. 

Many women in these circumstances lived both at home and, to an extent, on 
the front line. This might be true even for those further removed from active 
battle zones. Aerial attacks and naval bombardments launched on Britain 
brought war to those living in rural coastal areas and in central London. Writing 
in 1916 about a Zeppelin raid, a woman living near Margate described ‘an 
awfully loud explosion, quite close, quickly followed by another.. .we wondered 
if the next one would come on tl»e house’. While her home was spared, a bomb 
fell across the way, killing a baby. This ‘hateful’ state of affairs would occur in 
other places where new technology helped bring the devastation of war to com¬ 
munities far from traditional front fines. 

In countries removed from the main theatres of war in Europe—such as Aus¬ 
tralia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States—women also took on new 
tasks to support the war. They contributed to a variety of charitable organiza¬ 
tions for solders and sailors and managed domestic consumption so as to ensure 
supplies for the military. Female colonial subjects in places as far flung as Africa 
and India contributed to this global conflict. Influential Indian women, like the 
writer and activist Sarojini Naidu, encouraged Indian men to answer the call the 
arms while demanding greater recognition of the rights of both women and men 
in India. Colonial powers, including Germany and France, coerced labour from 
women in parts of Africa to sustain local war efforts and here too women suf¬ 
fered from food shortages and the disruption of normal patterns of family and 
work life. The scale of the sacrifices made by many women during the war, and the 
endurance they demanded, differed from place to place both in Europe and 
in the wider world. Whatever the individual circumstances, in many states and 
regions, women’s participation both formed a vital part of the war effort and, as 
crucially, was recognized as doing so. 

Although few women were unfamiliar widi the world of unwaged labour at the war’s Gender at work 
outset, the crisis transformed the nature of their waged labour in important ways. 

While some women moved into jobs previously restricted to men, most shifted from 
one sort of factory work to another or, in the case c£ the majority of women 
workers, from domestic service into more industrial or service sector employment. 
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Working in a modern 
engineering workshop at 
Armstrong Whitworth, 
Eiswick, this woman is 
doing what would be 
seen traditionary as 
'man’s work'. Whether 
she was paid man's 
rates would have 
depended on union 
negotiations and local 
practice, and particularly 
on whether she did her 
own tool setting. 


Mobilized acro.ss western Europe to help with the harv'est of 1914, female 
agricultural workers still represented a small portion of the labour force. Their 
role in agriculture grew in significance during the war. ThLs was especially the 
case in Italv, where women did not substantiallv replace displaced male workers 
in industrs’ but rather in agricultural production. In contrast to Italy, where this 
occurred without fonnal organizations, Britain both needed to increase its 
domestic food supply and to replenish a labour force that had become heavily 
male. As a result, special organizations such as the W'omen’s Land Army and 
W'omen’s Forestry Corps recruited urban women to make up the shortage. As 
Imtii producers and consumers of foocLstuffs, women occupied a central role in 
supporting the war effort. Wliile perhaps hyperbolic, the wartime poster, with 
its smiling housewife proclaiming, 'the kitchen is the key to victory’, reminded 
women of the link between their domestic tasks and the war effort’s success. 

However, women were not the first choice for many of the industrial jobs and 
other occupations normally filled by men that they eventualK' came to perform. 
Employers, including industrialists and goveniments, turned first to men who 
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were loo young or too old for militaiy service, to imported or colonial labour, 
and only as a last resort to women. Not until 1915 did women transform the 
industrial workforce by sheer numbers. Womens work, especially in the war- 
related factories, became one of the most visible signs of the role played by 
women in modem war and thus of the potenlialfy dangerous breakdown of trad¬ 
itional gender roles. Moreover, women entered into many wartime industries at 
the same time as tliese industries themselves were in transition to more mass- 
production, which broke work down into smaller units and redistributed it to a 
host of unskilled and semi-skilled workers of both sexes. Thus, much of the 
industrial work that women performed was unskilled and repetitive, although 
wartime conditions also helped to create some opportunities for women to receive 
training and to do more complicated tasks. Despite tlie fact that women earned 
less than comparable male workers, their wages could be as much as two or 
three times higher than they could earn in occupations traditionally defined as 
feminine—such as textile and clothing production or domestic service. In add¬ 
ition, as key sectors of the workforce incorporated women workers, states pro¬ 
moted measures designed to make factory woik and domestic labour compatible, 
including such innovations as placing cr^hes on site In French factories. 

As for the numbers involved, in Russia women made up over 40 per cent of 
the industrial workforce by 1917- By 1918. women accounted for one-third of 
the workers in France's munitions industry. To ^ve one German example. 
Krupp employed 2,000-3,000 women making armaments at the start of the 
war, but 28,000 by January 1918. British women numbered almost 5 million 
across all industrial occupations by 1918, but that was only one million more 
than ill the waged workforce prior to the war. More novel was the increasing 
variety of jobs available to women, especially In metal-worldng and munitions. 
Labouring for twelve-hour shifts, working with chemicals such as TNT that 
produced toxic jaundice (turning British women workers into ‘<^najy girls’ with 
yellowed skin), and risking explosions all made women's work as risky and vital 
as anyone else’s. 

The burden placed upon women the combination of their waged labour 
and their familial obligations was one with which many female workers had 
to grapple, especially in wartime Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Russia. The 
increasingly politicized role of women industrial workers was also evident in the 
prominent place that women occupied in strikes and other protests in Germany. 
France, Italy, and Russia in 1917—18. Shifts to industrial work could reshape 
women’s labour in other ways. As white domestic servants in the United States 
moved to factory work. African American women left farms and replaced tliem 
as a main source of domestic labour in areas beyond die South. 

Women s occupations included ones that visib^ altered the wartime landscape. 
Commentators in London noted the proliferation of women in the transport 
sector, including serving as tram and trolly drivers, of the new presence of 
women police officers, and generally of women taking on jobs that had tradition¬ 
ally been performed only by men, induding office work for growing state and 
industrial bureaucracies. Tasks that we now associate with female workers such 
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as secretarial duties constituted an expanded realm for wartime women. In 
addition, women also played roles in the burgeoning world of espionage. If one 
of the most notorious women of the war years. Mata Hari, was a failed spy exe¬ 
cuted by the French government in 1917, many others worked as intelligence 
agents gathering and spreading information that might help win the war for 
their cause. Women in occupied zones were an especially valuable part of 
such networks. 

Most countries also came to rdy on female labour in the medical field, par¬ 
ticularly as nurses. The professional corps of nurses staffing hospitals at the war’s 
outset quickly included women recruited by national branches of the Red Cross 
or, as in Britain, as parts of other services such as the First Aid Nursing Yeo¬ 
manry (FANY) and the Voluntary Aid Detachments (VAD), whose members 
also drove ambulances ai»d set up field hospitals. More so than many other occu¬ 
pations, nursing offered women a chance to serve their country by doing vital 
and necessary wartime work that was seen as deeply appropriate for their sex. 
Although nurses were supposed to be sheltered from front-line dangers, in 
reality women as nurses often served in or near the battlefields and so risked 
their lives. 

Although few in number and often met with scepticism, women physicians 
also offered their services. Despite being actively discouraged by their gov¬ 
ernments, some of these intrepid women nonetheless took the initiative in 
setting up hospitals. Dr. Elsie Inghs used the main British suffragist organiza¬ 
tion, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, to raise funds to estab¬ 
lish what became known as the Scottish Women’s Hospitals in France as well 
as in Serbia and Russia. In 1915, Britain’s War Office relaxed its earlier op¬ 
position and permitted Dr Louisa Garrett Anderson and Dr Flora Murray to 
found the Endeli Street Military Hospital in London. A group of dedicated 
American women physicians managed to get to France to provide medical 
services there as well. By the war’s end, female physicians were treating the 
wounded not only in Europe but also in colonial theatres of \var, ranging from 
India to East Africa. Women also transported the wounded, a role that 
brouglit them, like nurses and doctors, into direct contact with the carnage of 
the battlefields. 

One of the war’s innovations that most troubled and astonished contempor¬ 
aries was Ae incorporation of women into national armed forces. Early in the 
war, several groups of women in Britain created paramilitary organizations like 
Ae Women’s Voluntary Reserve, determined to prove that women could literally 
contribute to Ae defence of Ae nation. Aldiough they were denounced at the 
time as insulting real warriors 1^ wearing kliaki and ‘playing at solAers’, by 1917 
Ae British government was willing to create Ae first official Women’s Army 
Auxihary Corps, which allowed women to provide non-combatant services 
wiAin Ae army. French women performed similar clerical and support duties— 
doing Ae ‘houseke^ing’ of Ae am^ as one headline put it—^but were not 
accorded any official status as part of Ae military and not allowed to wear 


156 



THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE WAR 



uniform as was the case in Britain. (Jermany too came to employ women for 
basic military supjxrrt tasks. In these roles, women were seen !ls freeing men 
for more vital combat roles. 

The legendiiT)' figures of Flora Sancles, a British wom:m serving with the Ser¬ 
bian army, and Romania’s Ecaterina Teotloroiu, who started as a nurse and 
ended up being lolled in combat in 1917, provided examples of inrhvidual 
women who unofficially broke the exclusion of females from C'ombat. More vis¬ 
ibly members of the Russian Women’s Battalions of Death generated a good 
deal of attention when the Provisional Government allowed their creation in the 
summer of 1917. As a stark rejoinder to the mass mutinies that accompanied the 
Russian Revolution, the example of 5,500-6,500 women Joining the army that 
summer, symbolically having their long hair cut off and putting on uniform, was 
meant to shame men into continuing their military service. The most famous of 
these battalions—and the one that saw combat—^was levl b\' Maria Bochkareva, 
a peasant and former nurse. Her battalion c'ontained between 200 and 300 
women when it participated in some of the last battles of the Russian army 


The British Women's 
Army Auxiliary Corps, 
and its equivaients for 
the Royal Navy and 
(after April 1918) the 
Royal Air Force, were 
created to meet 
manpower shortages. By 
taking over ancillary and 
clerical tasks, they 
released men from base 
duties, like cooking, for 
front-line service. By the 
war's end over 100,000 
women had enrolled. 
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Women had formed 
nursing units for service 
with the British army in 
the Crimean War, and 
continued to do so until 
1914. Nonetheless many 
who volunteered in 1914, 
and particularly female 
doctors, found the War 
Office reluctant to 
accept their offers of 
service, and so they 
joined the French and 
Serb armies instead. 
Such resistance was 
rapidly replaced by a 
readiness to have 
women as nurses on all 
fronts and, as here, as 
ambulance drivers. 



W'hile the militar\’ contrilmtions of the.se battalions remain obscure, tliey liecame 
a potent emblem of the potential of this war to transform expectations about 
gender norms on a larger .scale. 

Although many women participated in the labour force, wartime govern¬ 
ments also used special funds to provide for the dependants of those serving 
in the militarv; sustaining the idea that the primarv' task of women remained in 
the home. In part such funds were meant to maintain the morale, as much as 
the well-being, of female dependants. France devised a sy stem of allowances 
that used means-testing, so that only those fully depentlent on a soldier’s wages 
would receive state support. (Jennanv and Italy both tried to restrict aid to 
those most in need, and by the end of 1915 more than four million German 
families, mo.st headed by women, were eligible for funds distributed by local¬ 
ities but reimbursed by the natioiud govenunent. Austria-Hungary offered the 
wives of those in the armed forces direct Bnancial support. However, in both 
cases, worsening wartime conditions made it more difBcult to sustain the 
promised aid. Moreover, governments could manipulate the granting of these 
funds in order to further other war aims. For instance, when Austria-Hungary 
decided that it needed to expand its labour force, it denied state support to 
soldiers’ wives who did not have young children that needed their care. Of the 
more prosperous nations, the United States had one of the most generous 
systems of state support. Despite its relatively short-lived participation in 
the conflict, it paid a percentage of the .soldier’s wages directly to his wife 
regardless of their Rnancial situation and on an equal rate regardless of race. 
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Payment was so generous as sometimes to exceed the pre-war income of the 
men in uniform. 

In most cases, despite tlie xarjing amount of aid distributed, the state also took 
on die additional role of superxising the behaviour of the women who received 
these separation or soldiers’ allowances, W’hile funds could be used to support 
illegitimate wives and children in some cases, support could also be withdrawn 
in several states if the ‘wife’ was found to be misbehaving. In addition, wom¬ 
en’s relatively higher wartime wages letl to widespread reports of the alleged 
profligacy of women war workers in places like France and Britain, inspiring 
public voices to urge the government to restrain their misconduct. These con¬ 
cerns were accompanied by regulations that targeted some women as potential 
’enemies within’, a danger to the morale, moralih', and health of dieir societies 
and armies. 

That women’s emotional support of their men and families would be a crucial 
component of their contributions to the war effort was al.so evident in a variety 
of wartime media. At the war’s outbreak, states and the organizations of civil 
society appealed to women’s patriotism and tlieir readiness to make sacrific-es. 
It is no surprise then that women’s emotional commitment helped sustain 
men at arms. Packages filled with han<l-knit comforts, special treats, or items 
recjuested by their stins, brothers, husbands, lovers, and friends, as well as let¬ 
ters. formed a core aspect of domestic life and of women’s voluntary organiza¬ 
tions. Despite censorship, intimate relationsliips, such as those between mothers 
and sons and between husbands and wives, delivered b(X)sts to morale without 



Morale, morality, 
and memory 


The image of the 
grieving woman— 
mother, wife, or even 
daughter—is a recurrent 
motif in war memorials, 
especially those of 
France, which are 
secular rather than 
religious in nature. In 
reality the woman 
stands for both the 
state, as the embodiment 
of a feminized France, 
and faith, as she evokes 
theVirgin Mary's loss 
when Christ was 
crucified. 
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Facing: One of the most 
famous of British 
recruiting posters, 
produced by the 
Parliamentary Recruiting 
Committee in 1914-15, 
directly challenges the 
masculine identity of 
those fathers who used 
family responsibilities as 
a reason for not serving 
in the forces. Its creator 
was himself a man, 
SaviieLumley. In the 
shift to conscription, the 
Derby scheme of 1916 
initially targeted single 
rather than married men. 


being asked, reminding men regularly of those for whom thev fought. Many 
women’s organizations were willing to support those men without familial or 
communal support. 

In France, tliLs relationship was quasi-formalized through the ‘marraines de 
guerre’ or godmothers of war’. The ‘godmothers’ adopted a ‘filleul’ or ‘godson’ 
at the front, and were meant to supply the same sorts of comforts that a maternal 
relationship would impK'. When Ilalv entered the war, a similar organization, 
madrine dei soldati' (soldiers' godmothers), emerged, and could be highly 
efiective. During the first ten months of Italy's participation in the war, a local 
branch in Genoa sent o\'er 89,000 letters to soldiers. However, the anonymity of 
such ties led to a sexualization of this role, especially in France, with advertise¬ 
ments appearing in Parisian weeldies in which a soldier could declare in 1917 
that, I have no need for socks, Iml would be happy to correspond with a young, 
pretty, affec-tionate marraine.’ 

The Hip side of enlisting women’s support for men in uniform was the 
danger that some of these women might pose if they became too enthusiastic. 
(Jiven the new freedoms allegedly granted to women, public commentary was 
quick to focus on the seeming lack of moral standards unleashed by the war. 
At one extreme, British newspapers in 1917 were denouncing the 'Harpies of 
London’ who preyed upon innocent men, and critics such as the editor of the 
American Ladies Home Journal described the streets of London in 1918 as 
sites where American soldiers might be ‘morally crucified’ by the loose women 


The propaganda effect 
of the German invasion 
of Belgium retained its 
power throughout the 
war. Belgian women 
figured as nuns who had 
been raped, mothers 
who had became 
refugees, young 
Innocents forced from 
their homes to labour for 
the enemy, and occupied 
Belgium was itself 
feminized in allied 
portrayals. 



iriTO CAPTIVITY-A SCEME IN A BELGIAN TOWN 


WILL YOU STAND FOR THIS? 
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tilking advantage of their loneliness and distance 
from home. La\ morals carried the threat that 
sexually transmitted diseases could undermine 
the fitness of men serving in the military. 

Tlie regulation of wartime sexuahtv’ and espe¬ 
cially of prostitution helped define the experience 
of the war for women. States like Germany and 
France pennitted legal prostitution, while Britain, 
its Dominions, and the United States did not. 

Efforts to ensure that fighting men would not con¬ 
tract venereal diseases from the sexual encounters 
that were seen as necessary outlets for young men 
deprived of regular contact with pre-wur social life 
led to severe penalties for women found guiltv of 
infecting such men. Britain’s Defence of the 
Realm Regulation 40D enabled the harsh punish¬ 
ment of any woman proved to have given a sexu¬ 
ally transmitted disease to a memlrer of His 
Majesty’s Forces. Nations like Britain and France 
idso tried to prevent relationships between non¬ 
white colonial troops and white European women, 
whether in their roles as nurses or as regular 
cbiliairs. 

Another aspect of wartime life shared by women 
across borders was grief. Wliile rituals of mourning 
slowly adjusted to the scale of wartime death, 
women’s special role as bearers of familiiil and 

intimate inemot)' remained. At the war's end, women featured proininentlv in 
public ceremonies of remembrance, such as the unveiling of the Tomb of the 
Unknown Warrior in Westminster in 1920, and were much more likely to appear 
on war memorials in the guise of mourners, particular!)' as grieving mothers, 
than as war workers. 


mtkk a/kitdid Wl/do in tfiefreat ¥&ir 9 


Exactly how to acknowledge the sacrifices iuid the service of women to the war Conclusion 
became cauglit up with debates alxnit women’s citizenship and thiLS their enfran¬ 
chisement at the war’s end. Prior to the war, almost no women had the right to 
vote. A minorit)' of women (and men), who hatl been actively engage<i witli the 
feminist movement prior to the war, turned controversially to anti-war protests 
during it. Other activists viewed the war as pving women a chance to show that 
they could serve their nations. Such arguments helped .shape the chmate in which 
women’s suffrage greatly expanded during the war’s final v ears and immediately 
theresifter. The revolutioniuv repines of RiLssia and Germany grantevl women’s 
suffrage without much pubfic debate. In other st^es, the exparrsion of the fran¬ 
chise was accompanied bv’women’s demantls for a greater voice. The states where 
women could vote in the aftermatli of the war included Austria, Belpum, Britain 
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(although not on equal leniis as men, since the Representation of the People Act 
of 1918 restricted the vote to women over 30), Canada, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, 
Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, and the 
United Slates. Only France stands out as the major participant slate that chose not 
to give women a v<rte, and even here the legislature debated measures that would 
have granted exceptions in the harm of a ‘familial’ vote or ‘suffrage for the dead’, 
for women who had lost their male heads of households and thus had now 
assumed that role. The pre-war feminist aim of suffrage having been achieved, 
the exact role played by the new female voters remained open to question. 

Despite social, pcJitical, and cultural currents disrupting gender norms and 
interactions, the pattern found by Benjamin Ziemann in Germany may hold 
true across most participant states; The family as the key institution of middle 
class sociability provided stability for men and women of the bourgeoisie who 
coped with the changes brought about by the war. Core values of the bourgeois 
mindset and cultural practice... survived thewar largely if not fully unscathed.' 
Two core indicators of die stability of family life—marriage and birth rates— 
did recover in the war’s aftermath. Despite the very public laments about ‘sur¬ 
plus' women given the war’s enormous death toUs, cultural and social expectations 
that women would find primary fulfilment through marriage and motherhood 
prevailed for women of dl classes. Women workers found themselves demobil¬ 
ized alongside men; most of tlieir wartime occupations and wages ended with 
the war itself. And yet, for the millions of women who helped sustain their na¬ 
tions at war. the experience indelibly marked them. 
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The Challenge 
to Liberalism: 
The Politics of 
the Home Fronts 



JOHNTURNER 


P re-war Europe was dominated by four large industrial societies—Britain, 
Germam-, Ital\-, and France—and two sprawling and largely agrarian 
empires—Anstria-Hungars' and Russia. The war which bn)ke out in Augrist 
1914 presented three challenges to the.se political ssstems. First, internal con¬ 
flicts had to be resolved so that the warring powers could fight their enemies. 
Second, civilian {mliticians and soldiers had to renegotiate their relationship 
after years of peace. Third, .states had to expand their powers to mobilize people 
iuid materials for war. Different coimtries met these challenges at different times 
and in different ways, with different long-nm con.sequences. None could escape 
the storm of WiU". Most foimd tliat the regimes of 1914 were very fragile indeed. 

The industrial workers on whom late nineteenth-centtir\’ European societv' 
depended for its wealth and power were numerous, concentrated in small 


The political 
context 
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areas, and increasingly well educated. They could not be relied on to accept the 
subordination which wdl-ordered society and well-ordered industry required. 
Intimidation was useless; natural deference was disrupted by rapid social change 
and personal mobility. Governments evetywliere were forced to confront the 
challenge of mass pcJitics and the woilung class. 

This problem was common to political systems which in other ways were 
bewilderingly diverse. One major European society—Britain—^had been indus¬ 
trializing steadily for more than a century. America, France, and Germany had 
grown rapidly from the middle of the nineteentli century and made huge leaps 
forward in its last decade; wdiile Tta^ and Japan began to grow suddenly in die 
1890s and a reluctant Russia in the same period was hustled somewhat unsuc¬ 
cessfully towards industrialization by its rulers. The social and pohtical balance 
between industry and agricidfure therefore varied, and with it the size and com¬ 
position of the middle classes which were as much the product of industrializa¬ 
tion and prosperity as the working classes. 

The governing systems of the powers also varied. Though all (except France 
and the United States) were monarchies and all (except Russia) had represen¬ 
tative assemblies which were elected by widespread or even mass suffrage, 
these terms meant very different things in practice. In central and eastern 
Europe, mass politics had had relatively little impact on the structures of gov¬ 
ernment. Tlie German government wa.s dominated by the Kaiser and liis court. 
The chancellor and his ministers, appointed without reference to the Reichstag, 
ruled with the help of a powerful landed aristocracy, an efficient bureaucracy, 
and the army. The political parties had little influence. The Austro-Hungarian 
empire had a foreign and military policy run by the emperor’s ministers, who 
largely ignored the ‘Delegations’ (from the Austrian and Hungarian parlia¬ 
ments) which constituted die representative assembly of the empire. The Aus¬ 
trian parliament represented the nationahties of the Austrian part of the empire 
reasonably well on the basis of a wide franchise and active political parties; the 
Hungarian parliament was dominated by Magyars and the Hungarian govern¬ 
ment was autocratic and repressive. In Russia the concentration of power in 
the hands of the Tsar and his advisers was even more extreme, and the Duma, 
set up hurriedly after a minor revolution in igo6, was in any case easily sus¬ 
pended altogether. 

In the west, governing structures more closely reflected the plural nature 
of society. Italy was a constitutional monarchy in the hands of a political class 
which dominated the assembly and the executive government, but political 
parties were weak and disorganized. Partly because of this disorganization, the 
slate itself had Lltle impact on Italian society. In Great Britain, another constitu¬ 
tional monarchy, political parties were highly organized and well able to estab¬ 
lish robust governments, but again the state laid only a light hand on society. In 
France the Chamber of Deputies had a quite remarkable power to make or break 
governments (of which there were sixty between 1871 and 1914); the executive 
government itself was constitutionally weak; parties were ill-disciplined; and 
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yet the hand of the state rested rather more heavilv on French society than it 
did in Britain or Ilalv. 


The main political victim of the Great War was a st\ le of government and an 
altitude to politics which was characteristic of the late nineteenth century and 
the decade before the war. In any European political system there were some 
people who believed that countries should be run by constitutional govern¬ 
ments; that these governments should be responsive to the majoritv’ of the popu¬ 
lations which they governed; that social and political change was a fact of life; 
that it was the dul\’ of governments to put right at least some social wrongs; and 
that on the whole it sliould be possible for nation-states to coexist peacefully in 
a prospering world. These were Iil>eral attitmles. Liberalism represented the 
hiilance between what the historian Amo Mayer has called the ‘forces of order’ 
and the ‘forces of movement’—roughly, conservatism and socialism. Liberalism 
also implied belief in free markets, free speech, and the protection of individ¬ 
uals’ rights against the stale. It offered the hope that if reac-tionarv conserv atism 
was curbed the insurgent forces of the working class could be held back from 
demanding revolutionary change. Most European societies had one or more 
political parties which embodied at least some of the.se values, and the practices 
of constitutionalism, flexibility, and responsiveness together comprised a stv'le of 
government which could be adopted by parties or regimes 


Liberalism 

embattled 


Giovanni GiolittI, Italian 
prime minister 1903-14, 
represented the 
old order of pre-war, 
middle-class Liberalism. 
His opposition to Italian 
participation in the war 
ruined his own political 
career and split Italian 
Liberalism beyond 
repair. 


which hatl little interest in the other core liberal values. 
Liberalism represented the acoeptatice of a plural societv’, 
anti the hope that social differences did not ineluctably 
mean damaging conflict. 

In some countries, notably Britain, liberal attitudes 
were dominant before the war, influencing even the par¬ 
ties of the right, and the Lil>eral Partv’ itself had held 
power in Britain .since 1906. In (Jennanv and Austria, 
and even more so in Russia, Libenilisin was espoused b\' 
political parties with no hope of governing, and the idea 
of an open, responsive, and constitutional government 
was merely a notion sometimes discussed by ministers as 
a technique for managing awkward situations. In Itiilv 
the liberal regime saw itself not only ;ls a barrier against 
the advance of socialism, but also as defender of consti¬ 
tutional and secular values against Catholic authoritar¬ 
ianism imd strident nationalism. Diverse as tliey were, 
these liberal positions reaped the benefit of accelerating 
social politiciil and economic change across Europe from 
the late nineteenth century onwards, which had tended 
to reinforce the apparent advantages of liberalism in tlie 
competition with conservatism and socialism. The war 
tested these advantages to destruction. 
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National unity 


Almost everywhere in Europe the immediate political consequence of war was 
an outbreak of apparent social and political unity. In Britain the main political 
controversies of 1914 died down, at least for a time. In the absence of con¬ 
scription, men rushed to volunteer for a patriotic war. Industrial unrest visibly 
ebbed and civil war in Ireland was averted. On other matters the two main 
parties, Conservative and Liberal, declared a ‘political truce’ to which the 
minor parties, Labour and Irish Nationalist, largely conformed. The prime 
minister, H. H. Asquith, was moved to comment with only the slightest irony 
that the outbreak of war had been one of the characteristic strokes of luck in 
his political career. 

In France a similar popular welcome for the war was the background for a 
party-political truce within the Chamber of Deputies. Coalitions were not 
unusual in French politics. The union sacree cabinet of August 1914 was none 
the less remarkable for including, besides the prime minister, Rene Viviani, 
Alexandre Millerand (still a socialist), Aristide Briand (like Viviani, a former 
socialist), and the conservative Republican Alexandre Ribot. This govern¬ 
ment lasted until October 1915, and was succeeded by a cabinet under Briand 
which included representatives both of the Catliolic right and of extreme 
anticlericalism. Although the union sacree cabinets were no less fragile than 
other governments of national unity, the idea of national coalition persisted 
well into 1917. 

The French and British political truces—neither of which lasted until the end 
of the war—contrasted starkly with the experiences of Italy, Germany, Austria, 
and Russia. The Italian decision for war was made by a handful of cabinet minis¬ 
ters without reference to the military authorities, let alone the National Assembly. 
Consequently the war itselfwas a matter of political contention. Giovanni GioLtti 
had been a Liberal prime minister for most of the period from 1903 to 1914. He 
was succeeded in March 1914 by Antonio Salandra, who was more open to the 
right. When Salandra took Italy into the war, Giolitti won considerable support 
among deputies for an anti-war position until he was outmanoeuvred. Giolitti’s 
supporters were stigmatized as anti-patriotic, and linked to the Socialists, who 
had been labelled anti-patriotic since their opposition to the war against Libya in 
1912. There was no strtmg popular support for the war, either at its beginning or 
during the long years of Italian humiliation at Austrian hands which culminated 
at Caporetto in 1917, and the regime was the only one among the victorious 
powers which actually fell in tlie aftermath of war. 

The German case differed ewn more radically, largely because Wilhelmine 
Germany had political parties wdiich could not compete for power in the manner 
familiar elsewhere. Most of the Social Democrat Party, which held a majority in 
the Reichstag, abandoned their traditional opposition to an aggressive foreign 
policy, but the imperial ministry did not in any case need tlreir approval to carry 
on government during wartime. The practical result was the Bur^rieden, essen¬ 
tially a consensus between the parties that tire left would support the war in return 
for unspecified reforms to the system. Tlie first phase of war saw a growing con¬ 
fidence on the part of tire extreme right, which was determined both to commit 
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the government to ambitious war aims in bodi east and west, and to reinforce 
the authoritarian potentialities of the regime. At the same time, the need to 
mobilize the economy for war led natural^ to greater state intervention, much 
of which was managed by the leaders of industrial Germany, such as Alfred 
Hugenberg, who had been kept at arm s length by the pre-war regime and who 
were prominent in right-wing politics. 

In Austria and Russia, the monarchies responded to tlie outbreak of war by 
trying to forget pre-war pohlical problems and to ^jvem 1 ^ decree. The prob¬ 
lems proved to be too great to ignore. National ‘minorities' throughout the Aus¬ 
trian empire resented a call to arms on behalf of a distant dynasty. Calls for 
self-determination were heard across the Slavic territories, especially those gov¬ 
erned by the Hungarian parliament. War policy was so centralized in the imperial 
government that the leading politicians of Austria and Hungary only learned in 
December 1918 that Count Czemin, responsible for the empire's foreign policy, 
had advised in April 1917 that the empire was bound to dissolve if the war con¬ 
tinued. In Russia the disaffection was general, and sprang from dislike of a regime 
which was ruthless in its demands on the army and civilian workers, yet demon¬ 
strably inefficient as an oi^anizer of industrial warfare. But dissabsfaction of this 
sort, and on the scale which eventually overturned two great empires, was quite 
slow to reach its full effect. 

Tlie ‘left’ in pre-war Europe was a mixture of socialist groups, usually with middle- 
class leadership, and trade unions whose main interest was in industrial matters. 
Union leaders were often socialists, and socialist parties were correspondingly 
associated with union interests. But the relaUonsliip was rarely easy. Many union 
leaders rejected socialist political aims such as the replacement of capitalism by 
socialism, the extension of welfare systems, or the quest for economic equality, in 
favour of concentration on dietr members’ direct interests. In Britain, an extreme 
example, the Labour Party was brouglit into being in 1900 not as a socialist party 
but as a parlimentaiy pressure group to defend die legal privileges of trade 
unions in the market place. The ‘working-class movement' was thus a frag¬ 
mented thing, which tried to organize and represent a large number of people, 
many of whom did not recognize the existence of a class stru gg le or seek to 
change the distribution of industrial ownership or, except at the margin, the dis¬ 
tribution of wealth. Socialist rhetoric was nevertheless the lingua franca of Euro¬ 
pean sociahst parties and trade unions. Many of them acknowledged a common 
identity in the Socialist International (the Second International) which organ¬ 
ized international gatherings and fostered lire idea that working-class solidarity 
was stronger than national loyalties. 

War brought class conflict into focus across Europe. Would trade unions and 
socialist parties pul class-consciousness before patriotism? If they did, would the 
mass of the industrial population follow them, or support the middle-class and 
aristocratic governments which had stumbled into war? Across Europe socialist 
parties divided, with the majorities suj^orting their nattona! governments and 
minorities keeping faith with internationalism. In France the labour movement's 
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support of the war was swiftly es^iessed and almost unambiguous. Leon Jouhaiix, 
secretary-general of the Confederation Generale du Travail (CGT), undertook 
that French workers would ‘sound the deatli-knell’ of the monarchical regimes 
of Austria and Germany. In Britain the Labour Party and the Trades Union Con¬ 
gress also accepted, with rather less enthusiasm, that this was a war between 
democracy and autocracy in which labour should take the Entente side. Arthur 
Henderson became secretary of the parliamentary Labour Party, succeeding 
Ramsay MacDonald who had resigned because he wished to keep faith with the 
internationalism of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) of which he was a 
founder member. The consistent scepticism of tlie ILP was the core of Britain’s 
untypically strong anti-war movement, but it was emphatically the minority view 
in a movement whose official line was that ‘the victory of Germany would mean 
the death of democracy in Europe’. In Germany the corresponding rationaliza¬ 
tion was that Germany was tlireatened by uncivilized Slavic hordes and by tlie 
manipulative governments of France and Russia which had exploited a Balkan 
quarrel for imperialist ends. 

The rhetoric of August and September 1914 could not commit whole classes 
and political movements for the duration. The problem of working-class partici¬ 
pation became more acute as governments tried to allocate scarce manpower 
and resources between different elements of the war effort. The demands of 
trench warfare forced governments to squeeze the workforce which remained at 
home making munitions and growing food. To varying degrees, strike action was 
banned or discouraged, wages were regulated, workers were directed to par¬ 
ticular industrial sectors, aitd the traditional practices which had given workers 
some control over the labour market and the very process of work were forcibly 
abandoned. Women and unsldlled men without apprenticeships entered the 
factories to replace skilled workers who had gone to war; skilled men, accus¬ 
tomed to some degree of choice in their employment, were ordered to work 
where the state required tliem. Whether tliis was done under military authority, 
as increasingly it came to he in Germany, or under the extended powers of the 
civilian government, as it generally was in Britain. France, and Italy, it had the 
potential to provoke a damaging backlash, especially when the immediate agents 
of change were the employers. 

French and British governments therefore made an explicit bargain with the 
trade unions. Trade unicmists would take part in the local committees which tried 
to set wages and distribute labour, in return for acquiescence in conscription, 
wage control, and the widespread employment of women and the unskilled. 
Workers’ representatives were ^ven places in coalition governments: Arthur 
Henderson joined the first British coahtion in April 1915 in an ornamental role, 
while Albert 'niomas, a leading member of the French socialist movement, was 
in charge of the French miuiitions effort from October 1914 until September 
1917. But this contrivance did not make class conflict or industrial unrest go 
away. Shop-floor workers who felt that their officials were coDaborating with the 
class enemy were rearty to follow leaders \^o would fight harder for their inter¬ 
ests. Major strike arhon was first threatened in Britain in the late summer of 
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1915 in protest against plans to introduce conscription; widespread stoppages 
were seen in engineering industries in the spring of 1916 and again in 1917. 
These movements were led by 'shop stewards’, w^o challenged both the col- 
laborationism of union and party leaders and the sectarian craft exclusivity of 
traditional union organization. 

Far from neutralizing conflict, the incorporation of labour leaders in the work¬ 
ings of the state contributed to a split in tire labour movement and the hardening 
of left-wing attitudes, wdiich in due course threatened the continuation of the 
war. In September 1915 a number of minority socialists from most belligerent 
countries met at Zimmerwald in Switzedand for a conference wliich denounced 
the war but for the most part rejected the strategy of ‘revolutionary defeatism’ 
urged by Lenin. War-weariness eventually took up where Zimmerwald had failed. 
Strikes in 1916 and 1917 were about much more than the industrial interests of 
the workers. Although working-class real incomes in general went up during the 
war in all the industrialized countries, the lack of sophisticated economic man¬ 
agement meant that price rises sometimes ran aliead of wage rises: this led to 
acute local discontent. Conscription and housing conditions were key factors in 
1915 and 1916; by 1917 the shop stewards in Britain were calling for a negotiated 
peace to spare the country further civilian hardship. 

The first Russian revolution and the emeigence of the soviets of soldiers and 
workers in opposition to the Provisional Government both inspired and terri¬ 
fied western labour movements. Arthur Henderson, returning from a visit to 
Russia in July 1917, warned his partners in the recently formed Lloyd George 
coalition government that an early negotiated end to the war had to be con¬ 
sidered lest the industrial working classes should rise up and stop the war. His 
cabinet colleagues duly sacked him, and he returned to die bosom of the labour 
movement. By the end of the year both right and left in the Labour Party were 
strongly critical of the government’s refusal to contemplate negotiations. This 
led to some reconciliation between the opposing wings of the party and even 
some meeting of minds between shop stewards and the official trade union 
hierarchies. 

Similar developments were seen across Europe. The abandonment of working- 
class claims to better wages, improved working conditions, and a greater share 
of political and social power could only be temporary and conditional. Tliere was 
always doubt about the wisdom of giving up hard-won advantages; and the 
failure of governments to reciprocate ensured that when the going got rough— 
as it did in most belligerent states by 1917—the full-blooded socialist opposition 
discussed in Chapter 17 became a real threat. In France the conflict between 
‘minority’ and ‘majority’ socialism was personified 1 ^ the minoritaire A. Mer- 
rheim, secretary of the metalworkers’ union (and a Zitmnerwaldien), who insisted 
in December 1916 that ‘where national defence begins, there sociahsm and 
syndicahsm disappear’ in opposition to Jouhaux’s rmjoritaire claim that the 
interests of tlie nation were the interests of labour. German workers and social¬ 
ists were by then similarly dividing between majority Social Democrats (now 
led by Friedrich Ebert), Independent Socialists (led by Hugo Haase) who were 
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openly critical of the war, and Spartacists (led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa 
Luxemburg) further to the left enthusiastically embraced the message of 
the Russian revolutions. 

The incorporation of the left and tire working class into the political process 
had a lasting effect on wotking-<dass movements, and it made socialist govern¬ 
ments an imaginable possibility in the post-war Europe. On the other hand, the 
breakdown of incorporation in the latter years of the war institutionalized class 
conflict, and this was perhaps the more important legacy of war. 

Right-wing politics in pre-war Europe were as diverse and fractured as left-wing 
politics. The lines of cleavage can be defined socially, politically, and economic¬ 
ally. Everywhere but France, and even there to some degree, a conservative 
landowning aristocracy with close connections to the military was an important 
political force. Also ranged generally on the right were the representatives of 
industrial capitalism; trade and employers’ associations, leagues pressing either 
for free trade or tariff protection, and swieties for the defence of property 
rights. The political parties which embodied these right-wing positions were, 
understandably, quite often in disarry because they contained contradictory 
elements. In Germany, for example, the Prussian aristocracy dominated the 
court, the imperial bureaucracy, and the army, but also had a large represen¬ 
tation in the Reichstag because the electoral system was weighted heavily 
towards tlie representation of the agricultural regions; the businessmen of 
EUiine-Westphalia were marginalized. In Britain the landed aristocracy was 
manifestly in retreat because its economic position was collapsing, but it was still 
influential in the Conservative Party, whose leaders it had provided until Arthur 
Balfour (nephew of the 3rd marquess of Salisbury, who had retired as prime 
minister in Balfour’s favour in 1902) was ousted by Andrew Bonar Law (a 
Glasgow businessman) in 1911; and in Britain the Liberal Party still appealed 
to many businessmen. 

Aristocracies were inclined to conservatism wherever they were found, because 
they had something obvious to conserve, but they were never the easiest allies 
for industrial capitalists. German, French, Italian, and to some extent British 
busine.ssmen felt themselves excluded by aristocratic influence from the polit¬ 
ical power to which they thought they were entitled. Just as anxious to challenge 
the left in masspolitics, they tended to prefer different tactics. Stridently nation¬ 
alistic appeals to working-class patriotism were common, though in most coun¬ 
tries where this tactic was energetically used it appealed to the lower middle 
classes and farmers rather than to industrial workers. Another, closely related 
political stance was ’social-imperialism’—the promise of full employment and 
some measure ofwelfare, conditional on expansion into colonial territories wliich 
would offer markets and raw materials. Some of these positions were incompat¬ 
ible with others. Armaments and miUtary expansion usually meant taxes, mostly 
paid by the rich. Welfare meant state intervention in society. Compromises 
made by the industrial and aristocratic elites of pre-war Europe to fend off 
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the left—a notable example being the tariff policy wiiich served the interests of 
Prussian landowners and Ruhr industrialists in Bismarckian Germany—^were 
often fragile. 

The war was an opportunity for the right to regain the initiative. In Germany 
the ‘pan-German’ movement, particularly assocnated with heavy industry and 
the militarist pressure groups favoured by arms manufacturers, became more 
and more strident. The pan-Germans were quick to complain that the Social 
Democrat Reichstag deputies who had voted for war credits had claimed 
undue merit for taking a patriotic position which would have been forced on 
them in any case. The right raised the stakes by demanding a set of expan¬ 
sionist war aims which were quite incompatible with the socialists’ idea of a 
war of patriotic defence. The intensification of political conflict continued as 
the trench war came to a standstill in November 1914 and the war of manoeuvre 
on the eastern front became ever hungrier for men and ever more unpredict¬ 
able. By the middle of 1916 the right and the army liigh command—supported 
by the centre parties including the National Liberals who had by now com¬ 
pletely forgotten their pre-war affection for international peace—were pressing 
for an all-out war to dominate not only Europe but also the colonial world. 
Political initiative on the right fell to the high command itself, jwrsonified by 
Field Marshal Paul Hindenburg, victor on the eastern front, and General 
Erich Ludendorff. The Social Democrats, recognizing that German industry 
and German workers were suffering without clear hope of success, began to 
retreat from their support for war credits and even proposed peace negoti¬ 
ations on the basis of an equitable compromise with the Entente. This political 
battle was fought over the rather bemused heads of the chancellor, Bethmann 
Hollweg, and the Kaiser, who both recognized that a pan-German peace was 
impossible to attain but could not stomach the apparent defeatism of the Social 
Democrats’ ‘Scheidemann peace’ or the demand for constitutional reform 
with which it was associated. 

'Tlie complete collapse of constitutionalist politics soon followed. The high 
command pressed for unrestricted submarine warfare which Inevitably brought 
America into the war. After tliis failure to bring the Entente to its knees, the 
left-wing parties in the Reichstag proposed a ‘peace resolution’. Ludendorff 
threatened to resign his military post because he could no longer work with 
Bethmann Hollweg. Because the Reichstag parties refused to support Beth¬ 
mann at all, even against the army, the chancellor was sacked and replaced 
by Michaeli.s, an army puppet. Michaelis faced an effective pro-peace coalition 
majority in the Reichstag between the Social Democrats, the left-wing Liberals, 
and the Catholic Centre Parly. A peace resolution was duly passed and ignored. 
Behind Michaelis was the army, which within three months replaced liim with 
Count Herding, who was no more able than Bedunann Hollweg or Michaelis 
either to respond to what the Reichstag wanted or to prevent it from expressing 
dissent. The right set up the Valerlandspaitei in September 1917, which stood 
for everything pan-German, and Hindenburg and Ludendorff tightened their 
hold on German government. 
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The autumn of 1917 was in fact a bad moment for liberalism in most Euro¬ 
pean states, though each liberalism met its neme.sis in a dilTerent way. In Franc-e 
the successive tinfon sacree cabinets had stumbled on through military setbacks 
and civilian unrest until the di.s<istrous Nivelle ofTensive of spring 1917, which 
had been followed b\- widespread mutinies. The Briand government fell in 
March 1917 just before the Niselle disaster; and the Ril)ot government then 
took the full brunt of attacks from the left, w'auting peace, luid the right, wanting 
a more vigorous prosecution of the war. Rilx)t fell at the end of August; Painleve 
lasted until Novemljer 1917, when he was succ'eeded by Georges Clemenceau, 
who finally put iin entl to the imion sacree by turning out the Socialists. Clemen¬ 
ceau has gained a reputation as a vigorous oppressor of labour and an enemy of 
freedom. This is probably excessive, but he certainly had a bnital way with pol¬ 
itical opponents, the mo.st out.spoken of whom risked jail, and he had little time 
for tlie Cvhamber. Clemenceau s strength, which kept him in office for the rest of 
the war, was that he had popidar support to set against his critics in the Chamber, 
and this made him unassailable. French politics was rediic-ed to an argument for 
or against victors', in which the odds were heavily stacked. 

There are marked similarities between Clemenc“eaus situation and that of 
David Lloyd George in Britain. Lloyd George had been minister of munitions in 
the Asquith coalition which was set up in April 1915. Asrjiiith presided over a 
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cabinet which was dominated by Liberals, but the government accepted the 
necessity of military conscription and of extending state control of the civilian 
economy. Tliis lost them the support of Liberals and Labour in the House of 
Commons, without winning the affection of the Conservative Party, which 
fundamentally did not believe that Asquith or his Liberal colleagues (except 
for Lloyd George) were really committed to the war. Asquith finally fell in 
December 1916, to be succeeded by a Conservative-dominated coalition under 
Lloyd George. The Lloyd George coalition extended state control of economy 
and society. Lloyd George beheved diat he held power only because public 
opinion supported him against the House of Commons; and after May 1917 
he was constantly manceuvring for a general election in which he would lead a 
coahtion of right-wing pro-war Liberals and moderate Conservatives against an 
anti-war opposition consisting of Asquith, left-wing Liberals, and the Labour 
movement. He finally succeeded in splitting the Liberal Party by associating it 
with 'defeatism'. The anti-war movement was outwitted in January 1918 by a 
shift in the government’s ostensible war aims to acknowledge the ‘democratic 
peace’ urged by President Woodrow Wilson of the United States. Wliile this 
made little difference to war policy, it was an admission that tlte anti-war move¬ 
ment was politically dangerous, but at die same time an affirmation that robust 
politics would overcome 'pacifism'. 

Lloyd George’s government faced another typical challenge from tlie right. 

Not satisfied with military victory, most belligerent states were pre-occupied in 
1917 and 1918 with tlie possibility of an ‘economic war after the war’ in which 
the victorious powers would achieve the commercial dominance by force of 
arms for which they had striven before the war. In Britain this meant tlie tri¬ 
umph of the tariff reform wing of the Conservative Party and the reversal of 
generations of Liberal free trade doctrine; in Germany it was part of the victory 
of pan-Germanism; in France it represented yet another move towards the 
nationalist interests of big business and away from socialist internationalism. It 
had become a serious political is-sue on the Entente side with the Paris Eco¬ 
nomic Conference of 1916, and its acceptance in Britain and France by liberal 
and socialist politicians was yet another blow for pre-war liberalism. 

We have already seen the profound effects of military intervention on German Political soldiers 
pohtics. Even in Britain, a country with a strong tradition of constitutional pol¬ 
itics, the mihtary hierarchy was politically very strong, partly through the Con¬ 
servative Party, partly througli a sympathetic press, and partly because Asquith 
was prepared to make a point of 'backing the generals’ in order to embarrass the 
former colleague who had ejected him from office. The general staff had played 
a large part in the fall of die Liberal gov'emmenl in 1915 by blaming civihan poh- 
licians for military failure by means of the ‘Shells Scandal’; and their work was 
completed by the noisy resignation of Admiral Lord Fisher over the plan for a 
naval attack in the DardaneUes. With Consers^itive hdp, they had browbeaten 
the Asquith coalition into imposingconscriptionattheendof 1915, and deflected 
criticism of their strategy of concentrating on the western front. 
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Though Lloyd George was an advocate of conscription, against most of his 
Liberal colleagues, he had always questioned the strategic wisdom of the British 
army, and finally lost patience after the Somme. One of his principal objectives 
as prime ministerwas to curb Robertson, the chief of the imperial general staff, 
and Sir Douglas Haig, the commander in France, in their desire to use more 
troops on futile offensives. Ironically he was prevented from sacking Haig in 
March 1917 by the Conservative political allies who had put him in office, and 
this forced him to accept Haigs plan for the Flanders offensive which led 
to Passchendaele. Robertson was only sacl^ in February 1918 as part of the 
establishment of the Supreme War Council, and Haig survived until the end 
of the war. 

Lloyd George was not alone in having to tolerate unbiddable generals. In 
Italy General Cadoma refused to discuss strategy with civilians, banned politi¬ 
cians from the war zone after August 1916. and tried in 1917 to force the dis¬ 
missal of Orlando, the interior minister, though without success. He could only 
be removed after the disaster of Caporelto, when Orlando became prime min¬ 
ister and replaced him with General Diaz. The French went through four prin¬ 
cipal commanders. Joffre championed the costly offensives of 1914 and 1915, 
though it was Briand’s government wliich forced on him the equally cosdy defence 
of Verdun and finally dismissed him when he asked for another offensive for 
1917. Briand was tlien taken in by NIvelle, whose spring 1917 offensive broke 
the morale of the French army. Pdtain, who restored the army as much by 
inactivity as by strategic insight, was effectively superseded in March 1918 by 
Foch, who preserved his reputation by rallying the allied armies on his appoint¬ 
ment as generalissimo after the German offensive. Like their British counter¬ 
parts, French generals showed a remarkable capacity to outlast their political 
masters, manipulate popular opinion, the press, and parliamentary faction to 
their own ends, and protect the mystique of military insight from a sceptical 
civilian gaze. 

In other chapters we have seen the important social and economic changes of 
war; massive intervention in industry, a lar^e though temporary transformation 
of the role of women, the decline of social deference, and thus a realingment of 
class relations. An important and distinctively political manifestation of these 
changes was the expansion of the state in diverse ways at the expense of the 
privacy and autonomy of its citizens. As we have noted, this process began at 
different starting points in different countries but it moved in only one direc¬ 
tion, and the principal victim the pre-war liberal order. 

An essential coroUary of wu" was the suspension of individual rights against 
the state. In Britain military conscription was introduced for the first time, 
with a corresponding outcry wdiich continental Europeans, accustomed to 
compulsory military service even in peacetime, found difficult to understand. 
Perhaps more significant in the longer term was the development of machinery 
for domestic political surveillance. The political police of tsarist Russia were 
well known as a symptom of Russian political backwardness, but inevitably less 
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was known about the French niilitarv intelligence officers who spent the war 
ol>sening prominent anti-war inteUectiials such as Romain Rollancl, or the work 
of British Special Branch policemen who turned their attention from Irish 
nationalists to shop-stewards and later to potential!)' disgruntled ex-servicemen. 
It was a short step from there to the organization of covert anti-left and strike¬ 
breaking machinerv’ which was characteristic of the inter-war period. 

A different but no less important part of the interface between state and 
society was in taxation. Wartime increases in public expenditure related mostly 
to munitions expenditure and the cost of armies; they were financed either by 
taxation—^which was unpopular everywhere and much less used than most citi¬ 
zens believed—or by raising war loans, or by printing money and causing infla¬ 
tion, a technique which was almost universal. But the form of public expenditure 
which survived the war, and contributed most to the maintenance of high- 
spending govenunent throughout Euroj>e after the war. was transfer pasmients: 
exiiencliture on social welfare targeted at particular social groups either l>ecause 
their need was great or l>ecause they posed a political threat. Unemployment 
benefits and public housing programmes were tvpical examples. Lil'>erals dis¬ 
liked lx)th the extra taxation this implied and the distortions it created in the free 
market for labour. 

European states al.so learned from the war to intnide on the private l>ehaviour 
at least of the working classes. The British state made sure that soldiers’ wives 
who were paid separation allowances by the War Office only got the money if 
they remained faithful to tlieir husbands and conscientious in the rearing of their 
children; the French state, soon after the war, strengthened its alreadv' fiercely 
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pro-nalalist policies by banning birth control. In general, tins corresponded to 
the transfer to the state of a moral oversi^t udiich before the war had been 
exercised by voluntary, middle-class pJiilanthrt^MC agendes such as, variously, the 
Charity Organization Society in Britain or the Catholic Church in France. 

Finally, the boundaries between the state and the rest of soctety were per¬ 
manently blurred, but probably expanded, by wartime changes in industrial 
relations. Pre-war welfare systems, except in Germany, had depended heavily on 
trade unions as friendly societies, a form of organized self-help. In Britain and 
France, moves were being made before the war to integrate this into state wel¬ 
fare systems, for example in the British 1911 National Insurance Act, and much 
political heat was generated by the need to preserve the independence of the 
trade union movement. At the same time there were struggles between unions 
and employers for control over welfare schemes. On both sides of industry the 
loudest voices wanted to keep the state out, tliough some employers wanted the 
state brought in to bear the escalating costs and many trade unionists realized 
tliat their mutual societies were not enough to provide all that wanted. State, 
unions, and employers could be regarded as three independent entities, with 
the first holding the ring (and maintaining public order, which was rarely an 
impartial action) in the conflict between the other two. This was characteristic 
of the pre-war liberal state. 

During the war, as we have seen, governments embroiled both unions and 
employers in the process of running the war. As weU as official union participation, 
governments relied on businessmen as individuals—such towering characters as 
Walther Rathenau, who managed German war production, or Eric Geddes, a 
railway manager who did various jobs in British government—and on employers’ 
associations to manage the huge civilian war effort. Powerful ‘peak organiza¬ 
tions’ grew up in Britain, such as the Federation of British Industries (FBI), 
which paralleled the Central Association of German Industrialists and similar 
big-business bodies in France and Italy. Both employers’ associations and the 
peak organizations were ambivalent about state intervention in the economy, 
taking a position not dissimilar to the trade unions which saw the benefits to 
themselves of participation but feared tliat a sell-out to government would lose 
them the support of their members. Trade associations were particularly inter¬ 
ested in economic warfare and wanted to influence government policy; by and 
large, governments listened to them but also tried to negotiate the terms on 
which such benefits would be extended, "rlie result was an unexpected inter¬ 
penetration of private and public activity. 

The tendency to associate government, emplt^rs, and trade unions in a 
common enterprise reached its furthest eactent in the rather short-lived agree¬ 
ments between German unions and indu^rialists, the so-called Stinnes—Legien 
agreements, which foreshadowed an acceptanc£ \iy the post-war German govern¬ 
ment that economic policy would be made tripartite agreement; this held until 
the Great Inflation of 1923-4. In Britain the equivalent effort was the National 
Industrial Conference in 1919, which was addressed by the prime minister and 
made a number of recommendations accepted 1 ^ both the Trades Union 
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Congress and the FBI, but in Britain there was a rift between the FBI, mostly 
concerned with trade policy and tariffs, and the National Confederation of 
Employers’ Organizations, mostly ccmcemed with wage-bargaining, and there 
were no long-lasting results of co-operation. Nevertheless the practice of trade 
unions and trade and emjJoyers’ asscxaations separately talking to government 
was much more securely established than before the war in botli France and 
Britain, and this represented a new form of political action little known in die 
pre-war liberal state. 

In the simplest sense, European political systems in the Great War saw a flight 
to the extremes of left and right, and this was a blow to pre-war liberal and 
centre-left parties everywhere. For the most part, the left won in the defeated 
nations. Violent revolution overthrew the monarchical regimes of Germany and 
Russia. The Austro-Hungarian empire shattered into fragments. The Ottoman 
sultanate succumbed to the nationalist and secular insurgency of Kemal Ataturk. 
It is hardly surprising, then, that the collective memory of war has often reflected 
the Russian Bolshevik dictum diat war is the ‘mother of revolution’. 

For the victorious powers, though, there was no such inevitability. Britain and 
Franee retained their regimes into the inter-war pericxl, with right-wing political 
forces much strengthened. Italy responded to a botched peace by moving to a 
right-wing authoritarian regime widi no left-wing interlude. Even Spain and 
Portugal managed to hang on to their somewhat feeble monarchies, also with 
strong right-wing movements. Though there were substantia] changes in polit¬ 
ical culture in all these societies, sometimes involving greater mass participation 
in politics, the First World War cannot simply be identified with ‘progress’, or 
movement to the left, or movement towards democracy. 

But the liberalism which was lost in the Great War was not just the moderate 
soft centre of early twentieth-century politics. Whether post-war states moved 
to the right or to the left, they spread their influence further into society, and 
became a different sort of political entity. Even on the left, internationalism 
was in abeyance. Political conflict was more direedy focused on conflicting class 
interests and on economic policy because governments during the war had 
taken responsibility for economy and society in away which was unusual before 
1914. Under pressure of war the state had l^ome active, not only on behalf of 
its citizens but also in defence of its own existence. The ‘mother of revolution’ 
had also given birth to reaction, leaving pre-\rar liberalism as the Cinderella of 
inter-war politics. 
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F or the Germiin high command, war on the ea.stem front in 1916 was 
meant to he anything but total. The Rus.sian retreat of 1915 had placed 
the Tsar’s forces far from the CJerman frontier. So Falkenhavn would 
direct his endeavours where, in his judgement, combat counted: the western 
front. This did not mean that the Genniui command would disregard strong 
defensive action on the Russian front in 1916. But there would be no major 
Gennan attack. 

Meimwhile, at a conference at Chantilly (Joffre’s headquarters) in December 
1915, the allied commanders were endeavouring to co-ordinate strateg\’ for 
the c-oming year. As soon as could be managed, the armies of France and 
Britain and Russia and Italy would move as near simultaneouslv as possible 
against the Germans and Austro-Hungarians. Thereby they would deny the 
enemy the opportunit\' of employing interior lines to transfer forces to which¬ 
ever front required them. 

Russia’s intended role in this great movement envisaged only minor action 
on the south-western front against Habsbtirg forces, and then only after 
major operations against the Germans on Russia’s w'estern and northern 
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fronts had got under way. Correspondingly, manpower 
and weaponr\’ for the offensive would be concentrated 
against the Germans. The campaign was timed for June, 
when the Tsar’s forces would have recuperated and 
been resupplied. 

Given past experiences, not all of Russia’s military 
command were eager for renewed operations against 
the Germans. And their misgivings were reinforced 
when, following a sort of success late in 1915, Russian 
forces around Lake Narotch mounted an attack towards 
Vilna on 18 March 1916. It had been intended to go 
ahead some weeks earlier, taking advantage of the 
frozen lakes and firm ground of late winter. Delays in the 
concentration of men and weapons caused it instead to 
coincide with the start of the thaw, thereby depriving 
it of any chance of suceess. One c-onsequence was a 
further waning of enthusiasm for a summer offensive 
against the Gennans. 

So when, in April, the Russian commamler-in-chief 
endeavoured to set in motion preparations for a June 
campaign whose main target would again be \^Ina. his 
annv' commanders on both his western and northern 


The poorer weather and 
shorter days of the 
winter limited 
opportunities for 
operations, and gave 
time for rest and 
relaxation. In the 
new year of 1916, 
Austro-Hungarian 
soldiers in east 
Galicia made a 
snowman of the enemy 
commander-ln-chlef, the 
Tsar, mounted on a pig; 
they called it ‘Nikita's 
death ride'. 


fronts dragged their feet. Thev would act, thev' Siiid, but only when supplies of 
heavy ammunition hail reached formidalile levels—a response, it mav be adtled, 
not without its merits. 

W’hat eventually persuaded tliem to agree to act was the intervention of the 
newly appointed commander of the .south-western front. General Brusilov 
urged that his scantilv supplied armies should attack the Austro-Hungarians 
simultaneouslv with operations against the (Jermans. This would pin down 
enemy forces and improve the prospects of suceess to his north. Bnisilov’s pro¬ 
posal was aceepted, with the provi.so that Ids forces would receive no additionid 
re.sources in men or ammunition. Thereby an agreement (of a sort) was reached 
that all three RnssicU] commanders would attack in the summer in line with the 
Chantilly arrangement. 

The outc-ome was, in one respect, a widelv hailed success. As it happened, 
Bnisilov moved in advance of the two northern armies, winch were still awaiting 
the abundance of resources thev' had stipulated. Responding to an appeal by the 
Italians for relief from an Austro-Hungarian attack in the Trentino, Bnisilov 
struck on 4 June. His manner of proc-eeding ran counter to current orthodoxy. 
Instead of c-oncentrating his less-than-adequate w'eaponry imd manpower 
against a particular sector, he attacked right along the front. Had he been oper¬ 
ating against the Gennans, it needs to be said, this could only have been a pre¬ 
scription for disaster (a point that usually goes unnoticed). Against Habsburg 
forces that were not onlv severely demoralized but serioiislv undermanned 


(because of the diversion to the Trentino), it was, to begin with, remarkably 


180 



EASTERN FRONT AND WESTERN FRONT 


successful. The first weeks of June witnessed almost unrelieved progress for 
Brusilov, bringing him huge numbers of prisoners and large acquisitions 
of territory. 

Such success could not be maintained. The Russian high command’s concen¬ 
tration of resources on the northern fronts, and the wide distribution of Bnisilov’s 
attacks, gave him the advantage of surprise but no reserves wdieteby to exploit it. 

And he soon found himself confronting mounting numbers of Germans, as the 
Kaiser’s eastern command accepted that die pli^t of the Austro-Hungarians was 
so serious that German reinforcements must be hurried south. 

'The Russian command, meanwhile, was dithering about whether to continue 
preparations for the offensive towards Vilna or to divert resources to Brusilov. 

At last, early in July, the Russian offensive against the German front got under 
way. In short order, it was stopped dead in its tracks. Hereafter, all went wrong 
not only for Russia’s northern offensives but on the Habsburg front as well. 

The Romanians, anticipating the collapse of Austria-Hungary, entered the war 
(with lamentable results) on Russia’s side. This diverted Brusilov’s forces into 
the Carpathians and involved them in Romania’s rout. Before long, Brusilov 
had been forced to relinquish—largely under German pressure—all his gains. 

Overall, his casualties were 1.4 million. 

A summing-up of lliis episode is called for. Brusilov, while seeking to achieve 
one purpose^he provision of powerful Qanldng support for operations to liis 
north—had momentarily appeared likely to achieve quite another: the elimin¬ 
ation of Austria-Hungary as a combatant power. Instead he simply reaffirmed 
the message proclaimed on the eastern front from the opening months of the 
war. If Russia could not defeat the Germans, it could not win anywhere. 

The opening of 1917 on the eastern front promised a rerun (with slight vari- The July 1917 
ations) of the year before. 'The German high command again opted to stand on offensive on the 
the defensive in the east (while in tlie west, the U-boat campaign was expected eastern front 
to provide a happier alternative to a land offensive). Events within Russia rein¬ 
forced this decision. As enthu-siasm for the war wilted there, the German com¬ 
mand was loath to revive Russia’s fighting sjurit by going on to die attack. 

On the other side of the front, the Russian army, according to plans made at 
the turn of the year, was yet again to embark on operations against Germans and 
Austro-Hungarians, but this time with the prime target being the south-western 
front and the vulnerable Habsburg forces. All the plans, however, became 
speedily overshadowed by events on die Russian home front. Hie spread of revo¬ 
lutionary sentiments, and mounting disenchantment with the war—evidenced 
by 2 million desertions in March and April 1917—called into question the Rus¬ 
sian army’s capability for a further offensive. Yet the Provisional Government 
(formed in the aftermath of the collapse of tsarism) concluded that only an allied 
victory could preserve the new regime, and that onty a great offensive could 
restore the army’s enthusiasm. 

So, with Brusilov now commander-in-chief, a great endeavour was launched 
in June and July. Shock troops were employed to spearhead the attacks, followed 
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The detonation by the 
British of this mine on 
1 July 1916 was captured 
on moving film and has 
become an enduring 
Image of war.The fact 
that mines could be dug 
from one front line to the 
other for the purpose of 
placing explosive under 
enemy positions is 
evidence of the static 
nature of the war. Only 
once did mining 
contribute on a large 
scale to an attack: at 
Messines in theYpres 
salient on 7 June 1917 
(see p. 188). Thereafter, 
the detection of mining 
by listening devices got 
the better of this form of 
activity. 


Artiller\’ and the 
we.slem frant 



up by forces of doubtful reliability. All along the front, these operations (despite 
brief initial succe.ss) expired in a couple of weeks. The shtK’k troops speedily 
became casualties. The folIow-tip forces either refused to budge or readily 
gave up. 

Bnisilov was sacked and succeeded by CJeneral Koniilov, who called off the 
offensive and devoted himself to con.spiring against the civilian government— 
iherebv aggravating the demoralization of his army. Russia's role as a combatant 
in tlie Great War was at an end. Hereafter the western allies would have to per¬ 
severe in the absence of Russian endeavours. 

If 1916 and 1917 on the eastern front went well for the Kaiser’s army and ill for 
the Tsar’s, events on the western front proved more ambiguous. The three offen¬ 
sives launched by British and French forces did not (on the kindest view) 
prosper. But, equally, Germany’s offensives against the western allies, on land in 
1916 and from beneath the sea in 1917, held little joy for the Central Powers. 

Allied plans for the western front in 1916, deriving from the Chantilly confer¬ 
ence of late 1915, proposed a great Anglo-French offensive in mid-summer 
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astride the river Somme. But they were pre-empte<l in February' 1916 by a vast 
endeavour on the part of the Germans, against the great ring of fortresses which 
constituted the French stronghold of \’erdun. 

The contrast is often made between the purposes of the two campaigns. The 
Franco-British offensive on the Somme was intendetl to rupture the German line 
on a 20-mile front and to pour infantr)’ and cas’alrj- through the gap and into open 
coimtry. This has been deemed fanciful. Tlie German purpo.ses at \'erdun, by con¬ 
trast, seem pasilively level-headed. Falkenha)Ti, the German commander-in-chief, 
did not aspire to a breakthrough. His memoirs said his purpo-se was attrition, in 
the sense of killing vast numbers of Frenchmen witliout his owm forces suffering 
c-omparable loss. He would first eliminate enemy forces where they stood, then 
move forward his own troops and artillers’, and after tliat eliminate enemy re¬ 
inforcements as they appeared. So bit by bit he would both ovemm the French 
stronghold and drain his adversaiy’s army {but not hLs owij) out of existence. 

Falkenhayn’s intentions have since seemed—in contrast to Haig’s wild 
ambitions—c-hillingly realistic. Actually, they were nothing of the sort. The dif¬ 
ferences in the two commanders' intentions were not of long-term importance 
to the course of their campaigns. In fundamentals. Falkenhavm and Haig share<l 
the same insights, and were gripped by the same delusions. 

The cnicial insight was that the weapon of victoiy had now proc-laimed itself. 
It was not poison gas, which had failed in 1915. It was not the tank, which held 
only limited promise and aiyvway wouUl become available only late in 1916. The 
weapon of victoiy was the high-explosive shell. Other notew'orthy weapons of 



Although the French 
and British developed 
better tanks than other 
armies, they were not 
alone In experimenting 
with armoured vehicles. 
Armoured cars lacked 
tracks and so were 
not capable of the cross¬ 
country performance of 
the tank, but were much 
faster on roads. Both 
the Austro-Hungarian 
(as here) and Russian 
armies used them on the 
eastern front In Galicia 
in summer 1917. 
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Verdun 


this war, like the machine gun and barbed wire, might be primarily of value 
to the defender. The shell, if employed in vast quantities, did not take sides. 
Defenders under shelter would, like troops in the open, succumb to its wradi. 

This was Falkenhayns insist, and it was Haig’s. The war, ultimately, would 
(with qualifications) prove them right. The victories of 1918 were, in the main, 
accomplished by artillery. The western allies, among other reasons, won die Great 
War because, on the battlefield, drey brought to bear appropriately immense 
quantities of shell, developed the most effective means of delivering them, and 
divined what constituted feasible and profitable objectives. But 1918 was not 
1916. By the fourth year of the war, guns and shells and the skills to use them 
were present in abundance. In 1916 they were not. 

Both Falkenhayn and Haig declined to notice this qualification when they 
planned for Verdun and die Somme. They observed the vast accumulation of 
shells they were stockpiling, and deemed it unprecedented. Quite illogically, 
they went on to conclude that those sliells would be sufficient for the large 
purposes they had in mind; he it the bleeding white of the French army, or the 
rupturing of the German line. 

Falkenhayn did at least endeavour to limit the frontage which he was attacking, 
in order to deliver a bombardment so intense that it would extinguish life in the 
target area. Even then, his artillery experts questioned whether liis bombard¬ 
ment would be Intense enough for his purpose. But more important, by choosing 
to attack only a limited front (8 miles on the right bank of the Meuse), the 
German commander was having to disregard the likely response of French gun¬ 
ners on the left bank, outside the area under his bombardment but well within 
its range. 

Haig, by contrast, foresaw the menace that fire from the flanks might consti¬ 
tute for troops trying to advance. He chose to obviate it by attacking on a zo-mile 
front, thereby placing his advancing infantry and cavalry in the centre beyond 
the range of fire from the flanks. He thereby fell into the opposite trap from that 
which ensnared Falkenhayn. For so wide a front, he had nowhere near the guns 
and shells required to subdue the enemy defences straight in front of him—so, 
in the event, his forces would be swept away by enemy artillery and machine 
guns which his bombardment had been too feeble to eliminate. 

This failure by both commanders to confront the crucial issue of how much 
weaponry they actually possessed for the tasks it was supposed to accomplish 
caused the Verdun and Somme campaigns, despite apparent differences of 
planning and intent, to proceed with mounting similarity. Huge casualties were 
sustained by bodi sides, trivial amounts of ground changed hands (sometimes 
only temporarily), and neither operation advanced attacker or defender mark¬ 
edly towards victory. 

Falkenhayn launched foe Verdun campaign on 21 February, with a devastating 
bombardment. There followed a stunning early success—^the capture of Fort 
Douaumont. Thereafter foe operation became bogged down, and never 
recovered momentum. The attacks were checked in part by what survived of the 
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resistance ahead, but far more by flanking fire from the left bank of the Meuse. 

In short order Falkenhayn was obliged to reorient his operations. He turned his 
attention to the left bank of the Meuse, thereby widening his front and losing liis 
sense of direction. Not until late in May, after intensely bloody fighting for both 
sides, did he achieve his purpose of eliminating French artillety concentrations 
on the other bank of the Meuse and so manage to return to his original targets. 

In June he accomplished his second (and last) capture of a French fortress. 

Thereafter the approaching allied campai^ on the Somme gave Falkenhayn 
cause—or perhaps only excuse—to call off the battle. 

The French army, fighting with grim determination for most of this campaign 
but with noticeably waning morale towards the end, had suffered atrociously. 

But Germany’s losses were almost as great (about a third of a million casualties 
each). And at the last Falkenhayn had come away empty-handed. His attempt to 
drain away the manpower of the Freneh army without significant loss to himself, 
and to acquire a prestigious territorial objective into the bargain, had proved 
entirely barren. 

By the time the Anglo-French operation commenced on i July, French losses The Somme 
at Verdun had rendered the Somme a predominantly British offensive. The 
onus of planning and direction, correspondingly, fell mainly on Haig as 
commander-in-chief and Sir Henry Rawlinson as cluef of the 4th Army. 

Haig and Rawlinson had fought together in all British actions on the 
western front in 1915. They had had the opportunity to learn important 
lessons: that only huge concentrations of artillery could batter down well- 
prepared defences; tliat no feasible measure of success for the attacker opened 
the way to a breakthrough; and that attacking infantry needed to proceed at 
speed, utilizing cover and employing mutually supporting fire-and-movement 
tactics. (Even newly arrived Kitchener units had proved capable of employing 
these tactics.) 

Planning for the Somme barely embraced this accumulated wisdom. Rawlin- 
son’s ideas for limited attacks were set to one side, and the whole British plan 
focused upon breakthrough and cavalry exploitation, so dictating a front of 
20 miles and initial penetration to a depth of 4.500 yards. Haig’s 400 heavy and 
1,000 field guns were quite inadequate to overwhelm such an area. Equally, the 
wisdom acquired about infantry tactics was set aside. Instead, attacking forces 
would proceed across no man’s land in rigid, slow-moving waves. 

As a consequence, the first day of battle (1 July 1916) was an inevitable dis¬ 
aster. Trench defences were not eliminated, and enemy batteries scarcely even 
engaged. By the end of the day, 57,000 of the 120,000 attacking troops had 
become casualties, including 20,000 dead. Onfy in the southern part of the front 
was even a modest amount of the territory taken. Tliere, aided by lavish French 
gunnery on their right, the British and French captured the German front line 
and advanced some way towards the sectmd. In the north and centre of the attack, 
by contrast, no gains at all were made. There >ras no question that this inaus¬ 
picious start would halt the battle. Commitments to allies and all of Haig’s 
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The Belgian defence of 
theYser canal in 
October 1914 stabilized 
the allies' left flank on 
the western front. They 
were fiercely supported 
by the French. Frangois 
Flameng's watercolour, 
although completed on 
4 August 1917, suggests 
autumn, with its leafless 
trees and darkening sky. 


inclinations dictated a contintiance. Three phases of the subsequent operations 
can be identified: July— AngiLst, September, and Oc-fober—Not’ember. 

In the first phase Haig and Rawlinson excercised little direction over 
day-to-da\’ events. A hpical battle-day saw small fonnations of troops attacking 
on narrow fronts and at different times. This method allowed the Germans to 
concentrate their firepower on one attack at a time. Most failed at heavy cost. 
Just occasionallv, affairs were handled better. On 14 JiiK' a cnishing artillery 
bombardment enablecl a considerable section of the CJennan second line to be 
captured. But this pro\ided no model for other operations. Between 2 July and 
the end of August the British suffered 82,000 casualties for hardly any more 
ground than had been gained on the first day. The French, tied to the British, 
could only keep pace on the right. 

In September, prospec-ts for the offensis’e seemed to improve, British artil- 
leiymen were now capable of firing a moving curtain of shells in front of 



adsancing infantiy. This creeping barrage' 
proved most effective in neutralizing trench 
defenders (but not enemy artillery). More¬ 
over, a new weapon in the form of the tank 
was at hand. In the event, when first used 
(on 15 September) the new weapon and the 
new artillerv technique were mishandled. 
Claps were left in the creeping barrage so as 
not to hit the tanks. As many of the latter 
broke down before arrival, the infantiy in 
some areas received protection from nei¬ 
ther tanks nor artillery. In any ca.se, Haig 
had once more spread his artillery over too 
wide an area so as to get the cav alry through. 
Hence on 1.5 September the debut of the 
tank pnxluced only small inroads into the 
Gerniiui defences. Ten davs later a more sub¬ 
stantial success was obtained. All the tanks 
were for the moment out of action, so just 
artillery protection was provided for the 
infantrv. Moreover, Haig’s objectives were 
(juite motlest. The third Germiui defensive 
system was finally overrun. 

As it happenetl, this proved of limited 
iitilitv'. A fourth, fifth, aiul sixth German 
line had by tliis time been constructed be¬ 
tween Haig’s armies and Bapaiime. Rain was 
falling. The campaigning season was drawing 
to an end. The imperatives to call a halt 
were plain. Haig pressed on. Seven times 
Iretween early October and mid-November, 
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he launched his troops against the German fourth line. In impossible conditions 
of mud and slush, all failed. With reserves of manpower running low, the cam¬ 
paign was finally halted on 14 November, 6 miles short of Bapaume (the objective 
set for the first day). The Somme had cost the British 450,000 casualties, the 
French in their flanking operations 200,000. The Germans had suffered less— 

400,000 casualties. Haig and Joffre announced that the campaign would resume 
in the new year. 

In the event, the plans of Haig and Joflre for 1917 did not come to fruition. The The Nivelle 
French government had no intention of sanctioning a rerun of the Somme. They offensive 
sacked Joffre and replaced him with General Robert Nivelle, the successful 
commander of a recent limited-objective attack at Verdun. 

Nivelle s plan for 1917 was deemed a real alternative to what had gone before. 

In the first instance the British (having been placed under Nivelles direction) 
were called on to draw in the German reserves by attacking at Arras. Then Nivelle 
would strike the main blow on tlie Chemin des Dames. Such was intended to 
be the violence of his attack that the French were ejqjected to break through the 
German positions and obtain a great strategic victoiy. This would occur within 
forty-eight hours, or the operation would be halted. 

The political leadership in France and Britain were initially enthusiastic about 
Nivelle’s conception. For the French It seemed far removed from Joffre’s costly 
‘nibbling’. For the British prime minister, any French general seemed prefer¬ 
able to Haig. Unfortunately for the allies, these wishes were not fulfilled. In 
Februaty 1917, seeking to conserve manpower, the Germans had withdrawn 
their armies to the shorter and more defensible HIndenburg line, so reducing 
the salient against wliich Nivelle intended to strike. The first attack at Arras on 
9 April did capture Vimy Ridge and some tenitoiy to the south, but thereafter 
the British attack bogged down. On tlie Chemin des Dames, Nivelle’s great 
strike on 16 April made initial gains, but there was no breakthrough and heavy 
loss. Ominously, there was also no halting of the offensive. 

For many French soldiers (whose hopes had been raised by Nivelle’s extrava¬ 
gant promises) this proved intolerable. Some units out of the line announced 
that they would return only to defend the trenches—they would not take part in 
further attacks. Others refused to return at all. The worst period came at the end 
of May when possibly 35,000 soldiers were involved in acts of ‘collective indis¬ 
cipline’. The French government was equally disillusioned. Nivelle was side¬ 
lined. Petain, his replacement, called off the offensive and promised improved 
conditions for liis troops. He also court-martialled 3,400 rin^eaders and sen¬ 
tenced 450 to death. (Only about fifty of these sentences seem to have been 
carried out.) 

The Germans never discovered the extent of French unrest. Almost cer¬ 
tainly, they were in no position to take advantage of it anyway. Gradually calm 
was restored. But one thing was clear. TlieFrendianny was incapable of another 
sustained offensive that year. If the allies were to attadc again in 1917, it must be 
a British affair. 
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The third battle of 
Ypres 


TheSrdYpres battlefield 
was reduced by constant 
shelling, by the wrecking 
of the delicate drainage 
system In this low-lying 
area, and by constant 
rain in the both the 
August and the 
October-November 
phases of the battle. 
Equally evident is the 
inappropriateness of 
trying to employ tanks 
over such a battlefield. 


With the French failure at the Chemin des Dame.s, the British supporting 
operations at Arras served no puqmse. Haig, restored to command of his 
army, opted for another offensive, hut in the north. He would attack out of 
the Ypres salient atid propel his forces towards the Belgian coast. The sub¬ 
marine bases in that area would be captured and the whole German position 
in Belgium unhinged. 

First, however, Haig needed to capture the Messines Ridge, to prevent the 
Germans observing his preparations for battle in the salient. Tliis was accom¬ 
plished by General Phuners and Army on 7 June. Over the prec-eding two years, 
1 million pounds of TNT had been placed under the German lines on the ridge. 
Nineteen mines were detonated at zero hour, and this, together with the dom¬ 
ination of Gennan artillerv' by Plumer's c-ounter-batteries, secured him the ridge 
at modest cost. 

To direct his main northern attack Haig chose not Plumer but the inexiieri- 
enc-ed (if compliant) 5th Annv' commander (ieneral Ciough. Inexplicably, Gough 
was not to launch his attiK-k until six weeks after Messines. This gave the CJermans 




EASTERN FRONT AND WESTERN FRONT 


lime to rush their defensive expert, Colonel von Lossbeig, to tlw area and convert 
the salient into one gigantic defended zone. Gout’s troops, attacking at last on 
31 July, faced the most formidable defences on the western front. 

The British assault went in after a bombardment without precedent in liis- 
lory. Nevertheless, because of the ambitious nature of the plan, it was insuffi¬ 
cient to reduce all aspects of von Lossbergs system. Moreover, some ground 
initially gained fell to counter-attacking formations held back b^ond the range 
of British artillery. Most significantly, little ground was gained on the vital Ghe- 
luvelt Plateau, from where the Germans could overlook the battlefield. Never¬ 
theless, Gough did gain some 3,000 yards on a 14,000-yard front—decidedly 
better than the unambiguous failure of 1 July 1916. The remainder of the 
battle is conveniently considered in three periods: August, September, and 
October—N ove mber. 

August was the first mud phase. Rain started on the afternoon of 31 July and 
hardly let up during all of August. Most of the low-lying ground became a 
swamp. This did not deter Gough. He attacked six separate times during the 
month. By its end, for a total of 60.000 casudties, he had barely advanced the 
line at all. At times the going was so bad that the troops could hardly clamber out 
of their trenches, let alone mount a coherent attack. Finally Haig acted. Gough 
was relegated to northern flanking operations. Plumers 2nd Army took over the 
seemingly intractable problem of the Gheluvelt Plateau. 

Tliis inaugurated the September period. Plumer waited for fine weatlier. 
Then, in a series of three limited-objective attacks on 20 and 26 September and 
4 October, he advanced a total of 4,500 yards across the Gheluvelt Plateau. That 
brought his troops within hailing distance of the Passchendaeie ridge, one of 
Gout’s original objectives on the first day of battle. 

The commencement of rain in early October ushered in the third phase. The 
rain converted the already sodden battlefield into a moon-like quagmire. Haig’s 
army also found itself advancing into an ever narrowing salient. This gave it insuf¬ 
ficient room to deploy its own guns, and laid it open to heavy enfilade fire from 
the south. Common sense demanded that the campaign must end. Neither Haig 
nor Gough accepted this. Nor, more surprisingly, did Plumer. Without cause, 
all British commanders declared die Germans to be at the end of their tether. 
All hankered after the Passchendaeie ridge and the green fields beyond. The 
battle continued. 

So on 8 October the expectant cavalry were once more massed behind the 
front. No breakthrough awaited them. In conditions that at times reduced the 
infantry to crawling into battle, the series of attacks slowly gained ground 
towards the Passchendaeie ridge. On 10 November Passchendaeie village was at 
last captured and the campaign ended. The hapless troops now found them¬ 
selves in a salient so pronounced that it was recogiized to be untenable against 
a concerted counter-attack. (In the German spring offensive of 1918, all the 
ground gained in 1917 was evacuated in three d^.) 

The campaign cost the British 275,000 casualties, the Germans considerably 
fewer—200,000. It weakened the largest reliable army left to the aUies, and it 
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robbed Haig of the reserves needed to stem at the outset the German onslaught 
in the coming spring. 

There was one last fliclwr of activity on the western front in 1917. Wliile die 
Passchendaele campaign was in its last phase, Haig collected troops for an attack 
on a tliinly held section of the Hindenburg line at Cambrai. The attack, com¬ 
mencing on 20 November, achieved nothing of permanence—on the 30th the 
Germans recovered all the ground they had lost. However, in two ways this 
battle pointed ahead. First, tanks were used in mass. Although too mechanically 
unreliable to persevere, they did in the initial phase help the infantry forward 
while minimizing losses. Secondly (and of greater importance) new artillery 
techniques were employed. Sound detection located enemy guns with great 
accuracy, allowing British batteries to remain silent until zero hour and then 
blanket German guns widi fire. Surprise was thus restored to the battlefield. In 
1918 artillery accuracy and surprise, occasionally assisted by tanks, would open 
the way to battlefield victory. 
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Mutinies and 
Military Morale 



ALEXANDER WATSON 


B efore 1914. the professional officers who led western armies l>elieved 
morale to l>e the decisive fact{)r on the modem battlefieUl. Ferdinaiid 
Foch, the supreme commander of Allied forces at the end of the First 
World War, expressed the coiniction most pithiK- when he affinned in 1903 that 
‘War = the domain of moral force. Victorv' = moral stiperiorih- in the vic-tors; moral 
depression in the vanquished.’ Tlie ciilti\-ation of soklierly ‘spirit’ was regarded as 
of overriding importance; as the Boer War of 1899-1902 and the Russo-Japanese 
War of 1905 had shown, troops retjuired immen.se cxiuct^e, tenacitv; and aho\ e all 
iron discipline to advance thniugh the zone of fire, more lethal now than ever due 
to new mag.izdne rifles, machine-guns, and quick-firing artillery. Military profes¬ 
sionals’ insistence on the primacy' of human ‘moral’ cpialities over tliese techno¬ 
logies was motivated in part hy fear that the innos'ation might render attack 
impossihle, undemiining their pobtical uifliience and social standing. It was also a 
reaction to Social Darwinist arcxiedes about the siipposetl ‘degeneration’ of society 
and the boc^' pobtic; industrializiition, sociabsm, and creeping democracy were 
thought to stunt populations’ bodies and poi.son their mincLs, weakening defer¬ 
ence, loyalty, and steadfastness. The armies mo.st dissatisfied with their scxieties 
and pobties in 1914 and materialls’ ill prepared to face their prospective oppon¬ 
ents, the French and Austro-Hungarian forces, tellingly embraced faith in morale 
most fervently. In the last decades of peac^e, both deseloped, over the a gg ressive 
instincts of other mibtaries, ‘cults of the offensive’. 


Morale and the 
pre-war military 
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The opening campaigns of the First \\brld War bloodily exposed the danger 
of uncritical faith in morale’s primacy on the battlefield. All armies suffered 
heavy casualties in this first, mobile phase of fighting, and those of the French 
and Habsbiirg militaries were especial!)' horrendous. Their infantry was evis¬ 
cerated by enemy firepower as it stormed forward obediently and bravely in 
unc-oordinated, tactical!)' unsophisticated assaults that lacked artillery sup¬ 
port. Before August was out. a quarter of a million Frenchmen were dead, 
wounded, or captured. Austro-Hungarian losses from the summer fighting in 
Serbia and on the eastern front totalled 375,000 men, over one-fifth of mobil¬ 
ization strength. Yet despite these initial disasters, the peacetime belief in the 
primacv' of morale was ultimately vindicated by war. albeit in ways not fore¬ 
seen. First, armies’ failure, against predictions, to force a quick decision turned 
the conflict into a gmelling straggle of endurance. On the western front, 
stasis prevailed after the autumn of 1914. Elsewhere, the fighting remained 
more mobile, yet no more decisive. Troops were exposed to prolonged risk, 
discomfort, mid homesickness vvitli no prospect of imminent end. In this dead- 
loc-k, combatants' fortitude and determination and their armies’ ability to foster 
and preserve these qualities became pivotal to victory or defeat. Second, the 
decentralized, small group tactics developed during the fighting to break 
the stasis relied on high monile, but of a sort different from that prized by 
pre-war militaries. In place of the earlier emphasis on discipline and obedi¬ 
ence, greater value was conferred on individual drive, initiative, and team¬ 
work which in combination with new weaponry could carry attackers through 
enemy defences. 


Figure 14.1 Very few 
people were killed by 
bayonets in the First 
World War, as in most 
modern wars. However, 
army commands saw 
the weapon as the 
embodiment of the 
offensive spirit and 
training with it was 
intended to inculcate 
aggression in troops. 
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In 1914, thorough training was universalfy regirded as the essential foundation of Training and 
high morale. Continental European forces retained their peacetime conscripts discipline 
for at least two years. Britain and the United States employed long-serving 
career soldiers. Training taught skill at arms and fieldcraft but its overriding pur¬ 
pose was to socialize men into the military ethos and organization. Recruits were 
conditioned to obey orders instantly and in unison by practising close order drill. 

Their actions and appearance were strictly regulated, and transgressions met 
swift retribution. Although discipline was most oppressive during basic training, 
as instructors sought to instil habits of obedience, soldiers were never permitted 
to forget the army’s absolute power os’er them. Military authority was under¬ 
pinned by a fearsome array of punishments. The British, Austro-Hungarian, and 
(until 1917) German armies frequentiy bound petty offenders for hours to a 
cartwheel or tree. Manacling was also in use in the Habsbuig force. The Russian 
and Ottoman armies whipped or beat recalcitrant soldiers. More serious crimes 
were punished with custodial sentences or hard labour. When the Germans 
began to suspect in the war’s second half that some men preferred the safety of 
prison to combat, they established penal companies, whose convicts were given 
tough and dangerous tasks at the front. Tlie harshest punishment at armies’ dis¬ 
posal, reserved for the most serious offences, was the death sentence. 


Death sentences, 1Q14-18 


Army 

Manpower 

Capita] convictions 

Executions 

Gefnmti 

13,3^,000 

150 

48 

Belgian 

365,000 

220 

18 

Britain 

6,147.000 

3.080 

346 

French 

8,340,000 

2,000 

C.600 

Austro-Hungarian 

9,000.000 

no figures 

737 

Italian (igis-iS) 

5,600,000 

4.028 

729 


Training and discipline, although they remained important in ensuring an 
obedient soldiery, were compromised by wartime conditions. The urgent need to 
keep up strength at the front meant that recruits received Just two or three 
months of training; an insufficient time to internalize the rigid discipline de¬ 
manded of peacetime soldiers. Moreover, the tactically more innovative armies, 
most notably the German, were 1 ^ the second half of the war shifting emphasis 
away from drill and devoting greater effortto raising troops’initiative and weapons 
proficiency. In some forces, reliance on punitive discipline to motivate men con¬ 
tinued unchanged. The Italian army, one of tlie most brutal, terrorized its soldiers 
by charging one in every seventeen with disciplinary infractions. Even there, 
however, the death sentence was used sparingly. The Italians shot 729 men; little 
over one of every 10,000 soldiers who served. Other Ibices carried out propor¬ 
tionally far fewer executions, suggesting that, even though those that did take 
place were publicized widely to maximize their deterrent impact, fear of being 
shot by one’s own side was not a major motive to fight. Additionally, discipline 
became less, not more, severe in most forces during hostilities. The French and 
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Military loyalties 


British condemned soldiers to death more frequently at the beginning of the war 
than later. The same was true of the Austro-Hungarians, who executed 268 men 
in the war's first year, but barely more tlian half that figure, 143, in its final one, 
despite endemic desertion. Botli they and their German allies moderated some 
penalties in 1917. Only Russia clearly fcJlowed a different padi: the Red Army, 
the tsarist army’s successor force, quicldy acquired a reputation for extremely 
brutal discipline in the Ovil War of 1917—22. 

Armies not only coerced men but, much more important for their readiness to 
endure, fostered soldierly pride and a corporate military identity. A trusted com¬ 
mander might encourage soldiers to figlit; Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, 
who became a German national hero after his victory at Tannenberg over the 
Russians in 1914, provides the best example from the First World War. Awards 
and promotion provided incentives for soldiers to serve bravely. The Habsburg 
army was especially munificent, bestowing over three million medals by 1917. 
Even more important in integrating and motivating soldiers was the cultivation 
of regimental loyalty. Regiments were not mere tactical or admini.strative sub¬ 
units of an arm)^ they were martial communities with historical pedigrees, 
myths, and customs. Members wore dress distinctions, paraded before their 
units' colours, and were admonished to uphold the glorious reputation won for 
the regiment by forebears’ courage. Tlie British regular army was particularly 
assiduous in promoting such esprit de corps before the war, turning regimental 
loyalty into a ‘religion’ among its long-serving professionals. Wartime soldiers 
also identified with their regiments, although generally less due to the unit’s 
glorified martial past than to its connection with tl:ieir localities. All of tlie great 
powers except the Ottoman empire recruited territorially. Continental regi¬ 
ments usually had regional connections, while British ones were named afrer the 
counties from which, at least nominally, they drew their soldiers. Some British 
units were very local indeed; wartime ‘Pals battalions’ were composed of men 
from the same streets, associations, and firms. Re^onal homogeneity benefited 
morale, for it brought men together who not only spoke the same dialect and 
shared a local culture but were defending die same narrowly defined ‘home’. It 
transformed the local community into a fighting unit on the battlefront. 

Military integration also relied heavily on more personal bonds. A soldier’s 
relationship with his squad or section, the ten or fifteen men alongside whom he 
ate, slept, worked, trained, and fought, was hugely influential for morale. These 
small groups offered their members emotional support and security, sustained 
them in stress, and enforced compliance; fear of disappointing one’s ‘pals’ or 
‘comrades’ was often a greater deterrent against disobedience than punishment. 
This method of integration worked less well if men from disaffected national 
minorities were collected together; dien peer pressure operated in the other 
direction, encouraging indiscipline. The German army found in the first year of 
war that Poles, espedalfy wdien concentrated in the same units, frequently des¬ 
erted. The Austro-Hungarians worried that their Czech soldiers were behaving 
similarly, particulariy after two regiments surrendered en masse to the Russians 
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in tlie spring of 1915. Romanian, Rtithenian, and some South Slav troops were also 
regarded with growing suspicion. Consequently, Hahsburg units were restruc¬ 
tured in 1917, in order to mix up the nationalities. This undermined cohesion 
and hindered the introduction of new tactics built on small group initiative ajid 
teamwork, as .soldiers often served alongside comrades with w’hom the\' could 
barel)’ communicate. However, for the same rea.son it also impeded mutinies, 
heljiing the force to survive a fiirther vear and a half of war. A further problem 
with these small combat groups, suffered b\' Iwtii national and multi-national 
armies, was their vulnerability to casualties. While replac-ements could be inte¬ 
grated and wounded men returned after recover)’, very heaw fighting might 
almiptly wipe out an entire squad or section, In just four months, from July 
until November 1916, British divisions fighting in the Somme offensive, for 
example, lost on average between 70 and 85 per cent of their infantrv’. Thus, at 
the time when they were most needetl. c-ohesive front-line groups could rjuickly 
be destroyed. 

The other relationship profound!)’ afiecting morale was soldiers’ contact with 
their platoon and companv commanders. These junior officers led their men in 
battle, where they were expected to displav' tactical skill and exemplar)' c-ourage. 
However, in the endurance warfare of 1914-18 troops spent most of their time 
in rest, labouring tasks and training, or in low intensit)’ trench c-ombat, and so 
officers were far more frequentlv involvetl in 
duties relating to the care of sulx)nlinates. 

Tasting the men's food, inspecting their 
feet, and organizing drv billets all fell within 
platoon and c-ompany commanders' remits. 

Their conscientiousness greatlv influenced 
.soldiers’ motivation, discipline, and health; 
units with effective, caring leaders were even 
found to suffer lower rates of psychiatric dis¬ 
order. Pre-war officer corps had generally 
favfjured upper-class entrants, partlv from 
sncjbberv but also for such candidates’ pater¬ 
nalistic and patriotic upbringing. Only the 
French corps, a predominantiv middle-class 
institution, commissioned significant num¬ 
bers of men from the ranks. Atrociously 
heavy officer casualties in 1914. along with 
rapid expansion, forced all armies to lower 
social stiuidiU'cLs for wartime commissions and 
rely heavily on reserve officers for front-line 
leadership. The British c-orps, which trainerl 
its wartime working- and lower middle-class 
entrants in upper-class mores, successfully 
maintained a liigh level of paternalistic offic- 
ership. French junior officers also l>ehaved 


Food—and particularly 
hot food—was vital to 
maintaining morale. Due 
to the smoke generated 
by fires, soldiers in 
forward positions 
usually ate food cooked 
in the rear. When 
ration-carriers had to 
cross through muddy 
terrain and water-logged 
trenches, it more often 
than not arrived at the 
front cold. 
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dutifully. The German corps, udiich clung to its social exclusivity more deter¬ 
minedly, managed largely to preserve good inter-rank relations at the front but 
not in the rear, where severe food shortages caused soldiers to complain bitterly 
about their superiors’ better rations and salaries. Austro-Hungarian reserve offi¬ 
cers usually lacked the language skills of their professional counterparts, distan¬ 
cing them from their multinational troops. The Russian officer corps had the 
worst record. In peace, it had been the most socially exclusive corps in Europe, 
yet possessed a poor reputation for paternalistic care. The war brought radical 
change to its composition, as students, prosperous peasants, and skilled workers 
were admitted, but inter-rank relations remained miserable, and a fateful source 
of weakness for the army. 

Organizational The resilience of combat units under their junior officers was greatly influenced 

support by tlie logistical capabilities and sldU in man management of the military bur¬ 

eaucracy. The troops depended on their armies for the supply of not only arms 
and ammunition but also their basic survival needs: above all, food, clothing, 
and rest. The western allies’ wealth and access to world markets gave them an 
enormous advantage in this regard. During foe second half of hostilities, tlie 
morale of the blockaded Central Powers' soldiers suffered greatly due to short¬ 
ages. Food was especially important. By 1917. German soldiers were ques¬ 
tioning whether tliey could triumph on the unappetizing fare provided by their 
army. Austro-Hungarian troops were starving at the war’s end, leaving them 
weak, sickly, and apathetic. Clothing, another crucial need, also ran short. It not 
only protected men from the elements but also expressed their martial identity. 
Bodi health and soldierly pride suffered asuniform.s wore out; ‘we are no heroes, 
but beggars’, complained ragged Habsburg combatants in October 1918. 
Regular rest was also needed botli to prolong soldiers’ powers of endurance and 
limit die erosion through casualties of front-line squads and sections. The Ger¬ 
mans were slow to recognize the advanU^es of frequently rotating troops. At 
Verdun in 1916, they withdrew units only once losses made them incapable of 
holding the line, whereas the French rotated often, carefully preserving cadres 
around which re^ments could be rebuilt. Not only the frequency of rest but also 
its quality mattered. Hie British army, its skills honed by decades of manning 
isolated garrisons in far comers of the world, particularly excelled in entertaining 
its men. Sports days, football matches, horse shows, film viewings, and sea-side 
excursions, as well as ubiquitou-s divisional concert parties, helped to keep troops 
from boredom or brooding. 

Citizen soldiers The men who fou^t the First World War were citizen soldiers, whose prime 
loyalties remained determinedh' civilian. Military service was accepted as a civic 
duty, a concej^ understood across Europe, ewn in autocratic Russia. Soldiers’ 
submission to armies'authority was temporary and conditional; it derived ultim¬ 
ately from their commitment, howevervague, to the society, state, and cause for 
which they fought. In 1914, the warwas considered by public opinion on both sides 
to be a righteous stmg^ of defence. Heavy losses, hardships, and arguments 


196 



MUTINIES AND MILITARY MORALE 


over war aims shook this consensus. Regimes with low legitimacy among their 
peoples had the greatest difficulty in sustaining popular ideological support. The 
tsarist absolutist state, already fragile after die failed revolution of 1905-6, was 
particularly vulnerable to the anger and disillusionment aroused by material 
deprivation and military defeats. Families played a crucial role in preserving 
the link between soldiers and the wider cause; for many tnxips at the front, 
their relatives embodied the society which they protected. Close contact was 
maintained between home and front throughout hostilities. French soldiers, for 
example, sent and received over ten biUion letters. They yearned for leave to see 
loved ones. Famihes reciprocated, demonstrating their affection and gratitude 
to men by dispatching parcels containing home-baked food, clothing, and lux¬ 
uries: over a million such parcels were arriving «;eek/y for BritLsh troops on the 
western front in 1917. These letters and gifts were potent reminders to combat¬ 
ants of the people and cause they sought to defend. Conversely, the increasingly 
desperate appeals sent to German and Austro-Hungarian soldiers from hungry 
relatives in the second half of the war shook confidence in their leaders and 
raised questions about the sense of continuing the conflict. 

Annies were initially ill prepared to stiffen troops’ ideological motivations. 
In peace, European armed forces had proudly claimed to be ‘schools of the 
nation’, educating conscripts to be loyal subjects and good patriots. However, 
professional officers, standing apart from ci\al society and party politics, were 
poorly suited for the task. During the war, eady military propaganda efforts tended 
to rely on the preaching and pastoral work of military chaplains. A turning point 
came in 1917, however, after the Russian March revolution had demonstrated 
the terrifying power of an alienated people and raised the war's ideological 
stakes. The revolutionary regime understood that soldiers were a crucial con¬ 
stituency and, hoping also that tliey might act as a channel through wliich the 
Russian people could be influenced, quickly introduced a modem campaign 
of political education into the army. Already by the summer of 1917, a ‘central 
committee for sociopolitical enli^tenment’ was training lecturers, arranging 
talks for troops, and compiling d^ly reports on military morale. The German 
army, at the other end of the political spectrum, simultaneously reached similar 
conclusions and unveiled its pioneering 'patriotic instruction’ programme in July 
1917. Divisional ‘instruction officers’ disseminated propaganda intended to inocu¬ 
late the troops against siren calls for a compromise peace. Hieir methods were 
frequendy sophisticated. Hiey took pains to identify and address men’s worries 
and grievances and quickly recognized ffiat talks won more receptive audiences 
if combined witli entertainment. The new medium of film was used to drive 
home the need for continued resistance. Other armies, concerned about their 
men’s weariness and the growing use of offensive propaganda to attack troops’ 
morale, soon followed the example. The Italian army, still smarting from defeat 
at Caporetto the previous autumn, founded propa^mda offices in January 1918. 
In March, the Austro-Hungarian and British armies launched their own propa¬ 
ganda organizations. Even the US army established a Morale Section which 
began work in training camps in the autumn. Most of these initiatives were 
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Field chaplains received 
a variable press In the 
armies, but at their best 
they shared the dangers 
of the front line and 
provided spiritual 
sustenance and 
psychological support 
for soldlers.They were 
central to some early 
military programmes 
Intended to raise troops' 
morale. Sir Douglas 
Haig, commander of the 
British Expeditionary 
Force, famously said 
that ‘a good chaplain Is 
as valuable as a good 
general.' 


Indiscipline 



too limited or late to have any major effect. However, their existence, like the 
moderation of punishments, demonstrated how far militan' thinking on morale 
had evolved. Citizen sokliers, most armies finally recognized, could not simply 
be ordered to endure. A ne^v discipline, allowing explanation and even some 
negotiation, wls essential to maintain these uniformed civilians’ compliance and 
combat motivation. 

On the battlefield, discipline had in practice always been a negotiation between 
officers’ demands and soldiers’ willingness to coinplv. Even in 1914, orders to 
fight to the last man had frequently l>een ignored. Soldiers’ behaviour usually 
occupied a large, grey iu'ea of partial compliance, situated between the extremes 
of absolute obedience ;uid outright mutiny. Individuals might ‘shirk’ unpleasant 
tasks, report sick, or (jiiickly .seek cover in action. ‘Live iuid let live’ truces, in wliich 
the appearance of fighting was kept up while each side took care not to kill anyone 
and provoke retaliation, were common. Opponents even ot'casionally frater¬ 
nized; most famouslv at C'hristmas 1914. Altliough die practice w’as stricti)' for¬ 
bidden in the west, German commanders encouraged it on the eastern front 
during the spring of 1917 in the hope of accelerating the clLsintegration of the 
revolutionarv Russian annv'. Seldom, however, did .soldiers explicitly defv armies’ 
authoritv. Exits from the front were few and unattractive. Shooting oneself in 
the hand or foot not only meant cripplerlom for life but also heavy punishment; 
the Austro-Hungarian army, for example, executed 129 men for self-inflicted 
wounding. Desertion, w'hether intended to lie temporary' or pennanent, was 
also generally not tempting in the battle zone. The chanc-es of success were slim 
due to both the distances involved and the mUitarv pohce posted behind the 
hues and at railway stations. The penalties, which included not only the army’s 
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punishment but also exchision by one’s comrades and social opprobrium for 
one’s family, were exlremelv high. In the west, few soldiers attempted it. Jtist 
31,405 British and 50,000 German soldiers, a mere half a per cent of the men 
who passed through each anny, were tried for ab.sence without leavY* or desertion. 
Even the ItalUin army, which until the war’s final vear relied on little but harsh dis¬ 


cipline to motivate soldiers and consequentK’ pai<l a heaw price in poor combat 
performance, siiccessfiilK’ enforced minimal compliance. The force registered 
162,563 cases of desertion, a rate of a little under 3 per cent of manpower. 

Nonetheless, although low for most of the war. rates of desertion did reflect 
wider fluctuations in morale. It w'as thus ominous when in 1917, after 17 million 
casualties and with still no prospect of peac-e, the incidence of desertion jumped 
in European armies. It tripled In the Ciemian amn; more than quadnipled 
among the Belgians and. after the March revolution, increased fivefold among 
Russian troops. Only the British Expeditionarx’ Force remained unaffec-ted. This 
rise in indixidual indiscipline was accompanied by the appearanc-e of serious col¬ 
lective disorder. The conflict’s most shattering mutiny took place In Russia's cap¬ 
ital Petrograd, where the garrison’s ilefection to demonstrating crowds was 
decisive for the success of the March revolution. The bomls of discipline, once 
broken, were nexer restored in the former tsarist army. The Petrograd Soviet’s 
Order No. 1 . which established democratic soldiers’ councils, was less an at¬ 
tempt to formalize the plac-e of negotiation in c-ommand relations than a measure 
to empow er troops against their offic-ers. It helped to restore calm in the capital 
and maile mutiny reilundant at the front, but liy undermining all authoritx' de¬ 
finitively wiped out the army’s v alue as a fighting force. 

In other armies, the protests of 1917 were more modest and took place in the 
buttle zone. Two Italian brigades mutinied in March and July 1917, the British 


Few soldiers fought In 
order to bs awarded 
medals, and most knew 
it was partly a matter of 
luck who received them. 
However, being 
decorated by the 
Emperor Karl himself 
was likely to leave 
a lasting impression 
with this young 
Austro-Hungarian 
soldier. 


army was confronted bx' rioting at its forward tr.iining 
caittp at Staples in Septemlter. and German cDinbat 
units were nx-ked by small panics and disobedience till 
through the late summer and autumn. The disorders 
were limited in scale and motivated bv fatigue and dis¬ 
satisfaction with harsh service conditions, not wider pol¬ 
itical goals. However, the low morale that lay liehind them 
could have dangerous consecjuences. In the autumn, 
the Italian army collapsed spectacularlx' when attacked 
by the Germans and Austro-Hungarians at Caporetto; 
280,000 Italians surrendered and 350,000 panicked 
luid fled. Only 10,000 were killed. The largest front-line 
mutinvofthewartook plate in the French armv, encom¬ 
passing 40.000 men from nearly half of the force’s dixi- 
sions from April to June 1917. Some soldiers refused to 
go to the front. Others agreed to man the line but were 
no longer prepiired to attack. Senior commanders tried 
to blame civiliim subversion for the indiscipline, but the 
real causes were disgnmtlement at insufficient leaxe 
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The Christmas truce of 
1914 on the western 
front was not an isolated 
phenomenon, and on the 
Russian front Easter In 
particular provided 
opportunities for 
fraternization. In 1917 
the German high 
command deliberately 
encouraged truces with 
the Russian army in the 
hope of promoting its 
dissolution and appetite 
for peace. 


and poor-quality ration.s, worry for familie.s, and, above all, disillusionment 
vsith the army leadership’s olTensive strateg\\ which had just culminated in 
bloody debacle on the Chemin des Dames. Ultimately, and in stark contrast to 
Russian peasant soldiers' alienation from their .state, the mutinies demon¬ 
strated the resilience stemming from French Republican identity. French sol¬ 
diers wanted peace, but an even more urgent priorih- was still the eviction of 
the Gennan ann\' from their land. The militars' made a blootls' show of restoring 
its authorit)' with repre.ssion—554 mutineers were c-ondemned to death, and 
fort\ -nine actuiilK' executed—but tr<»ops were remobilized principally through 
the implicit renegotiation of their terms of service. Once the ruinous offen¬ 
sives were halted luid conditions of army life improved, French soldiers proved 
ready to undergo further sacrifice. 


Naval mutiny Naval iiuliscipline also mounted from 1917, and was usually more organized and 

radical than military disobedience. Capital ships—the battleships and Irattle- 
cruisers that in peacetime had been the focus of fleets’ pride—^were especially 
vulnerable to mutins’. This was first Irecause a higli proportion of their personnel 
hailed from the urban working clas.ses, bringing with them an industrial culture 
of class solidaritv and collectis e action. Most annies, by contrast, were filled with 
peasant soldiers’. Second, the big vessels rarely went into battle. They spent long 
periods in port, which not only made sailors feel that their service was pointless 
but also allowed them opportunitv to gather to discuss griex ances and plot resist¬ 
ance. Third, especially in c-entral and eastern European fleets, inter-rank rela¬ 
tions were unusuall)’ adversarial. Naval ofBcers displaced little of their armv 
equivalents’ paternalism. Sailors, who were worse fed than combat soldiers, were 
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particularly embittered by their officers’ greater leave allowance and refusal to 
make dietary concessions to the food shortages in their lands. When revolts did 
break out, they could thus be very violent. In Russia, sailors at the Kronstadt 
naval base, angered and politically radicalized ly the harsh discipline under 
which they lived, bayoneted their commander and fynched other officers during 
the revolution of February 1917. A year later, Austro-Hungarian sailors took con¬ 
trol of armoured cruisers based at the port Cattaro. They killed an officer, threat¬ 
ened to fire on any ship that did not hoist the red flag, and demanded immediate 
peace without annexation, the democratization of die government, and national 
self-determination. Unable to spread the protest beyond the port, they entered 
a tense forty-eight-hour stand-off with land-based forces and then capitulated. 

Four mutineers were subsequently executed. 

The extreme danger that naval mutinies could pose to war efforts was clearly 
displayed in the most famous of them all: llie uprising in the German High Seas 
Fleet at the end of October 1918. The sailors were, as In Russia and Austria- 
Hungary, bored, war-weary, and hated their officers. They also bore a gnidge for 
the repression, including the execution of two ratings, of eadier strikes and pro¬ 
tests on capital ships in the summer of 1917. The mutiny was sparked by the 
supreme naval command’s decision to prepare for an attack against the British. 

To the sailors this was pointless suicide; the German and American governments 
had been communicating since the start of the month and expectations of immi¬ 
nent peace were widespread. At first, the men’s resistance was aimed solely at 
halting the operation. However, after the mutinying ships were diverted to Kiel 
and the authorities attempted to mete out punishment, the protest developed 
more radical aims. Civihan workers and servicemen from other units joined with 
the recalcitrant sailors in fomenting a revolution which quickly spread across 
Germany, reaching Berlin and toppling the Kaiser on 9 November 1918. 

At home, military and naval mutiny, as botli the Russian and German experiences Collapse 
demonstrate, could play a crucial role in regime change. At the front, however, 
it is testament to the strength of military institutions in integrating and coercing 
men that indiscipline almost never brought about armies’ collapse. The Austro- 
Hungarian and Ottoman annies, for example, were ra^ed, starved, and utterly 
demoralized by the end of 1918. Both suffered massive desertion; 250,000 men 
had absconded from the Habsburg force and almost 500,000 from its Ottoman 
ally by tlie war’s end. However, most of these soldiers fled either whilst on leave 
or from rail transports and march battalions heading for the front. In the battle 
zone, where supervision was more effective and troops dependent on their mili¬ 
tary organization for support, hundreds of thousands of men remained under 
arms. Mutiny was also largely confined to rear areas. The Austro-Hungarians 
suffered a rash of protests, frequently led 1^ radicalized former prisoners of war 
from Russia, in home garrisons during the summer of 1918. Yet at the front, sig¬ 
nificant collective disobedience was absent until the end of October, when the 
Habsburg empire entered a state of complete dissolution. Low morale nonethe¬ 
less mattered enormously; disciplinary structures might hold troops to their 
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posts but were powerless to counteract exhaustion and despair-induced apalliv. 
In all the C^entral Powers' armies, combat performance crumbled disastrouslv 
during the last months of hostilities. 

The Cierman army’s defeat on the western front proxides the most dramatic 
and consetjuential illustration of how low militarx’ morale, rather than mutiny, 
cataK’sed collapse. The Ciennan annw like its allies, stiffered serious desertion 
along its lines of communication in igi8. After the force’s failed spring offen¬ 
sive, understood h\’ troops as the last chance for victor)’, draft transports fre¬ 
quently arrived in France lacking 20 per cent of their complement. At the front, 
fatigue, depression. an<l desire for peace mounted, espec-iallv from mid-July, when 
the French and British, supported by large numlvers of fresh American troops, 
launched a final overwhelming counter-offensive. Major indiscipline remained 
largel)’ alwent from CJerman combat units until the conflict’s last weeks but fighting 
motivation plummeted. Rather than rebel, demoralized soldiers capitulated 
ai masse, often led by their exliausted junior ofBc-ers: 385,000 surrendered in 
the last four months of figliting—more than were captured in the previous four 
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years. The unprecedented wave of surrenders enabled and was in turn exacerbated 
by the allies’ rapid advance. As the German am^ retreated towards it own fron¬ 
tier, the morale crisis crippling its front-line soldiers and officers spread up the 
hierarchy. At the end of September, the high command lost its nerve. Com¬ 
plaining that ‘no reliance can be placed on the troops any longer’ and declaring 
the war lost, the military leaders prevailed on the Reich’s new government to 
open immediate armistice negotiations. ’The German army, its will to victory 
totally crushed, was ready for peace. 

Morale was central both to the long duration and eventual outcome of the 
First World War. While military professionals in peace predicted its decisive 
influence, they had not understood the demands that combat would impose 
upon it. Their faith in obedience was, as the first battles bloodily proved, an 
inadequate answer to modem firepower. Troops required resilience and deter¬ 
mination, initiative and teamwork to operate effectively in the gruelling endur¬ 
ance warfare of 1914-18. To meet these needs, the most successful forces 
moderated rigid expectations of unconditional compliance into a more flexible 
discipline which by bending was less likely to break. Armies tracked their citizen 
soldiers’ concerns through postal censorship, negotiated ways of meeting the 
men’s demands while preserving authority, and in the war’s final stages even 
sought to bolster their legitimacy, now recognized as conditional and rooted 
in wartime troops’ commitment to society, state, and cause, by explaining the 
rationale for further sacrifice. They proved adaptive and remarl^bly robust 
fighting organizations. 

Nonetheless, the signs of disintegration from 1917 indicated, especially in 
eastern and central Europe, the limits of morale. Sponsored by shortages and 
disillusionment with state and cause, dis.sent and desertion swelled. The Russian 
revolution revealed the mortal threat that military mutiny at home, when com¬ 
bined with civil protest, could pose to regimes. Navies, due to wretched service 
conditions and poisonous inter-rank relations, became especially dangerous 
centres of coUective opposition. At the front, discipline prov^ easier to uphold 
than morale. Closer oversight and integration choked most serious collective dis¬ 
obedience until tlie war’s last days, but the Central Powers’ armies were power¬ 
less to halt the rise of apathy, exhaustion, and despair among their soldiers. ‘Moral 
depression’, to return to Foch’s term, destroyed troops’ combat motivation, crip¬ 
pling armies’ fighting power and thereby precipitating inevitable defeat. 


Conclusion 


Facing: Mass surrenders 
were much more 
irequent In the early part 
of the war on the 
eastern front than In the 
west and prisoner of 
war numbers were 
therefore much higher In 
the Austro-Hungarian 
and Russian armies 
than In those of Britain, 
Francs, and Germany. 
However, from the 
summer of 1918, after 
thefallure of what 
was supposed to be a 
war-winning offensive, 
and under heavy attack 
from superior Allied 
forces, many German 
soldiers and officers 
decided there was little 
point In carrying on and 
capitulated. 
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T his cliapter will reconsider die First World War in the light of the cele¬ 
brated insight of the Prussian theorist Carl von Clausewitz that war is a 
‘true pobtical instrument, a continuation of political activity by other 
means’. It will focus on die problem of what, politically, the struggle was about, 
through an analysis of the two sides’ war aims: the conditions that they intended 
to impose on their enemies. The incompatibility between these aims blocked all 
efforts to halt the fighting by negotiation even after it became far longer and 
more cosdy than any government had envisaged in 1914. This political approach 
is only one possible interpretation of the central dynamic of the conflict, but it is 
among the most illuminating, and the history of war aims and peace negotiations 
provides a backdrop against which the military operations can be better under¬ 
stood. What follows will be divided into three parts: the development of war 
aims between 1914 and earty 1917. taking the Central Powers and the allies in 
turn; the failure of the 1917 attempts at peace through compromise; and the 
decision-making in 1918 that brought the conflict to an end. 

Our knowledge of wartime diplomacy has been transformed by the opening 
of the relevant archives, and a formidable body of literature is now available. 
But the trailblazing book that opened up the topic was Professor Fritz Fis¬ 
cher’s Germany’s Aims in the First World Wcr. Although telling criticisms 
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have been made of Fischers work, it remains the starling ^int for all subse¬ 
quent discussion. 

Fischer contended that German war aims exhibited ‘monolithic’ continuity, 
and enjoyed support from much of German sodely and almost all the political 
class. Both assertions must be qualified. Certainly, the Germans took their war 
aims seriously. They had begun hostilities with little thought of their objectives, 
beyond the hope that overwhelming France and Russia would assure their 
security within Europe and bring opportunities for eqransion outside. But within 
days deliberations started in the office of the chancellor. Theobald von Bethmann 
HoUweg, and soon there was continuous planning in the relevant ministries, 
combined with periodic higli-level cmiferences and a wider public debate. 

Fischer’s most sensational discovery was the ‘September programme’, 
approved by Bethmann on 9 September 1914. ‘The general aim of the war’, it 
staled, was the 'security of the German Reich in west and east for all imagin¬ 
able time’. On the western frontiers it envisaged that Luxembourg would be 
annexed and Belgium become a 'vassal State’, giving ‘the advantages of annex¬ 
ation without its inescapable domestic poUtical disadvantages’. Germany would 
lake Li^ge, as well (the Navy Office later advocated) as the Bruges-Ostend- 
Zeebrugge triangle as a naval ba.se. The rest of Belgium would be occupied 
until far into the future, it would enter monetary and customs union with the 
Reich, and its railways would come under German control. From the French 
the main annexation would be the Briey-Longwy basin, which accounted for 
nine-tenths of their iron ore output. Otherwise, although France would pay a 
heavy indemnity to impede its rearmament, on condition that it broke loose 
and made peace separately from its allies it would escape relatively lightly. If it 
did not, much more severe exactions, possibly including the northern coalfield 
and the Channel ports, would be in order. 

It is true that the western aims set out in the September programme remained 
relatively constant through tiie war, diough by 1917 there was some willingness 
to moderate them. A second consistent ambition, promoted by the Reich Colo¬ 
nial Office, was a colony from coast to coast in Central Africa, to be carved out 
from French and Belgian possessions. A third was the navy’s driw for bases in the 
Mediterranean sea and in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, which in combination 
with the Flanders strongpoinl would menace Britain’s imperial communications. 
The two remaining strands of German objectives, however, showed less con¬ 
tinuity. The first—and the primary economic goal—was Mittelettrvpa, a customs 
union encompassing the west and centre of the continent, intended in the Sep¬ 
tember programme to ‘stabilize Germany's economic domination over Central 
Europe’. Bethmann saw it primarily as another means of controlling Germany’s 
neighbours politically, and much of the business community doubted its value if 
it meant exclusion from markets outside. Later in tire war, as the allied blockade 
lightened, regaining access to world trade became the crucial commercial 
objective. Mitteletircrpa persisted as a more restricted plan for a military pact and 
preferential tariffs with the Austrians, w^iose justified wariness impeded its 
realization. 
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'Of Two Evils the 
Lesser', from The 
Bystander (London), 27 
December 1916. David 
Lloyd George, newly 
installed as British 
prime minister, rejects 
the Central Powers' 
December 1916 peace 
note In preference for 
the more austere 
attractions of continued 
war. 


The final strand was eastern Etirope. Althotigh the September programme 
envisaged that ‘Russia must be thni.st back as far as possible... and her domin¬ 
ation over the non-Rnssian vassal peoples broken’, tlie Germans’ objectives in 
this theatre were slower to crv-stallize, until during 1915 thev' and Austria- 
Himgarv' occupied Russian Poland. Before the war the three eastern empires 
had shared an interest in keeping Poland down, but now its future divided not 
only the Central Powers from Russia but also Berlin from V'ienna. At first Beth- 
mann agreed to Russian Poland being incorporated into the Habsburg mon¬ 
arch)- in return for the latter accepting Mitteleuwpa-sfxle economic and security 
ties, but the Brusilov offensive in the summer of 1916 underlined the danger of 
depending on the Habsburgs. It was decided instead that Russian Poland should 
be nominall)- independent but in monetaiy and ciLstoms union with Ormany 
and under Gennan occupation: thus extending further the Belgian formula. 
A similar combination of nominal independence with indirect control was 
approved for the Baltic provinces of Courland and Livonia, and by 1917 
was envisaged for the Ukraine. 



Despite the continuih' in objectives 
against the western powers, those in the east 
therefore expanded as (Jerinany’s armies 
advanc-ed. War aims were not set in c-on- 
crete, and were continuously debated. Nor 
were thev necessarily abstiliite demands, on 
which no compromise was possible. Beth- 
mann called the Septemlier programme 
■provisional notes’ towards a western settle¬ 
ment that, with (German forces skirting Paris, 
seemed imminent. Within three months of 
it, however, he agreed with Erich von Fiilk- 
enlmm, the new commander-in-chief, that 
cximplete victory over all the allies was 
unlikely, and that Cierinany faced being 
wxim down in a prolonged cxuifrontation 
with stronger enemies. From now on he con¬ 
sidered his main objective as being to split 
the opposing coalition. To achieve it, he and 
Falkenliavn were willing to jettison more 
specific aims. Both considered the most 
promising target to lx* Russia, to whom 
peace feelers were extended in 191.5, and 
the blows struck against it in Poland and 
the Balkans w-ere meant to encourage a 
response. The Germans initially plimned to 
annex only a ‘frontier strip’ of Polish territory 
(from which, however, Slavs and Jews would 
be cleared), and their more extended eastern 
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goals after 1916 reflected their disappointment with Petrograd. Likewise, tliey 
hoped the Verdun campaign would force Paris to yield. But by the end of 1916 
neither Russia nor France had shown interest, and Falkenhayn’s successors, 
Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff, were less convinced that Germany 
must compromise. Encouraged by Austria-Hungary and foreseeing a confronta¬ 
tion with America over submarine warfare, Bethmann won approval for a joint 
declaration in December that the Central Powers were willing to propose terms, 
but he would have been unable to offer much even had the allies responded to 
the initiative, which in fact they indignantly rejected. 

The German government was tom between its war aims programmes and the 
imperative of dividing the allies. It aspired to expansion hy means of buffer 
states and economic dominance, given its reluctance to absoib large subject 
populations; but the outcome would still be continental hegemony. In public the 
authorities referred to their objectives as ‘securities’ and ‘guarantees', rather 
than spelling them out. None the less, an imperialist settlement was desired by 
powerful forces in German society, including the right and centre in the 
Reichstag and much of heavy industry, agriculture, and the intellectual 6lite. as 
well as by Wilhelm II himself. 

If Bethmann wished to part the allies, they were determined to remain together. 
A leading issue in tlie conflict became tlie pattern of international alignments. 
Germany had already felt encircled by the Triple Entente of Russia. France, and 
Britain before 1914, and went to war partly in order to smash it. Its enemies rec¬ 
ognized that to let it do so would destroy the balance of power that preserved 
their independence, and in the Pact of London of September 1914 they under¬ 
took to make no separate peace or negotiate unilater^y. There was a basic dif¬ 
ference between the two coalitions. Germany was clearly the strongest among 
the Central Powers, and if it chose to make peace Us partners would have to do 
likewise. But among the allies, Britain, France, and Russia were approximately 
equal in their contributions to the common effort, and all developed ambitions 
that cut directly across the Central Powers’ objectives. 

Britain combined fixity of purpose outside Europe with characteristic uncer¬ 
tainty within. It intended that a defeated Germany should lose its battle fleet 
and colonies, wliich were seen as threats to British sea lanes and overseas terri¬ 
tories. But inside Europe Britain’s one dear commitment was to restoring Bel¬ 
gium to its pre-war independence and integrity. Beyond this, British leaders 
hesitated to weaken Germany too much economically (in recognition of its 
importance as a trading partner), or to exact crushing r^>arations: nor did they 
desire to weaken it loo much strategically to France’s and Russia’s benefit. They 
hoped democratization might make it feasible to maintain a united Germany 
while reforming its behaviour—and ffiat defeat itself would teach that aggres¬ 
sion did not pay. The French were more robust. Ibey committed themselves at 
once to regaining Alsace-Lorraine, lost in 1871, which would give them iron ore, 
phosphates, steel, and a Rhine frontier, as well as satisfying nationalist senti¬ 
ment. They wanted Belgium and Luxemboui^ to agree to a customs union and 
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security collaboration after die war They initiated the June 1916 inter-allied 
Paris economic conference that approved in principle a package of measures to 
maintain the aUiance as an economic bloc after the war. Moreover, in February— 
March 1917 they made a secret arrangement with Tsar Nicholas II (the Dou- 
mergue Agreement) to support Russian demands in Poland in return for a free 
hand on the left bank of the Rhine. The latter would be divided into buffer 
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states under French occupation, most of the Saar coalfield being annexed along 
with Lorraine. The remainder of Germany would pay reparations and be dis¬ 
armed. Whereas for Britain and France the main enemy was always Berhn, how¬ 
ever, for the Russians Austria-Hungary and Ottoman Turkey were almost equally 
important adversaries. iTi^ proclaimed in 1914 that they would unite under 
their sovereignty all the areas of Polish inhabitation (including Poznan from 
Germany and Galicia from Austria), but did not commit themselves beyond this 
against either Berlin or Vienna, and soon experienced such grave military set¬ 
backs that their planning feU into abeyance. 

Between 1914 and 1917 the albes wove a spider’s web of treaties in order to 
attract new partners and to hold existing ones in line. In the process tliey further 
complicated peacemaking with the Central Powers, by making it harder to 
detach Germany’s subordinates. Japan, wdiich entered the war in August 1914, 
was promised support for its claims to Kiaochow (Germany’s lease in China) and 
to Germany’s Pacific islands. Italy, which did so in May 1915, negotiated before¬ 
hand the Treaty of London, which promised it Habsburg territory in the TVen- 
tino, the South Tyrol, Istria, and Dalmatia. Romania, in return for entering 
in August 1916, was also promised gains at Austria-Hungary’s expense. A still 
more intricate network of undertakings resulted from 



Turkish intervention. The Russians demanded Constan¬ 
tinople and the Asiatic shore of the Bosporus, wliich 
Britain and France conceded in the Straits Agreement of 
March-April 1915. Before the Arab revolt of June 1916 
the British promised an independent Arab state via 
the ‘McMahon-Hussein correspondence’ between the 
British High Commissioner in Cairo and the Sharif of 
Mecca, and the prospect of the uprising hastened an 
accord with Paris, "nre May 1916 Sykes—Picot Agreement 
carved out spheres of control and influence in Turkey- 
in-Asia, conferrir^ British predominance in Mesopotamia, 
and French in Syria and the Lebanon. Further under¬ 
standings in 1916—17 assigned Russia predominance in 
Turkish Armenia and Italy in southern Asia Minor. More 
general^, at the Paris Economic Conference of June 
1916 the allies agreed to discriminate against German 
commerce after the war while making their own bloc 
as self-sufficient as possflile. Finally on 10 January 1917, 
in repfy to an invitation to both sides from the American 
president to state their war aims (to which Belhmann 
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responded confidentially), the allies public^ specified their objectives with 
unprecedented, if misleading, precision. 

Ifwe compare the opposing coaliticais, the points of conflict are evident. Britain 
and Germany clashed over Belgium and over colonies; France and Germany over 
Alsace-Lorraine and the Rhineland; Russia and the Central Powers over who 
would dominate Poland; Austria-Hungary aird Italy over the Alps and Adriatic. 

Germany and France had rival projects fcff tariff blocs. But few peace feelers in 
1914-16 reached the point of substantive discussion. Germains hope of dividing 
the allies was frustrated by their solidarity, and a diplomatic impasse over war aims 
joined tlie strategic impasses on land and at sea. The \rar could be ended neither 
by compromise nor by military breakthrough; nor Yjy revolution, wliile the com¬ 
batants and the home fronts held firm. From the first battle of Ypres until the 
overthrow of Nicholas II, this triple stalemate was its dominating feature. 

Of the three elements in the stalemate, it was the cohesion of the home fronts The peace 
tliat most altered during 1917. The fall ofthe Tsar inaugurated a wider challenge initiatives of 1917 
to the established order, including strikes in Germany and Britain, riots in Italy, 
and the French army mutinies. But the eastern European belligerents, Russia 
and Austria-Hungary, were under the greatest strain, and from them came the 
impetus that helped make 1917 the chmax of attempts at a negotiated settle¬ 
ment. They failed, however, to win more than cosmetic changes in either side’s 
war aims, and the other major development, American intervention, initially 
reinforced the stalemate and prolonged the conflict. 

Changes of leadership occurred in both Petrograd and Vienna, the advent of 
the Russian Provisional Government being parceled by the death of Franz 
Joseph and the accession of the Emperor Karl, with Ottokar Czemin as his foreign 
minister. As national separatism in tlie Dual Monarchy gathered momentum, 
and supplies to its cities deteriorated, Karl and Czemin were desperate to make 
peace soon. Karl went behind the back not only of his ally but dso of his min¬ 
ister, secretly contacting the French via Prince Sixte de Bourbon and offering in 
writing to support their ‘just claims’ to Alsace-Lorraine. France and Britain, who 
had no territorial quarrels with Austria-Hungary, were sorely tempted, but felt 
unable to abandon Italy. In any case, Karl wanted a general rather than a separate 
peace, and was neither willing to desert the Germans nor able to lure Betlimann 
into compromise. On the contrary, the chancellor, although still looking to split 
his opponents, was being badgered hy HindenbuJ^ and Ludendorff to make his 
aims more rigid. Even when in July the Reichstag passed a ‘peace resolution’ 
condemning annexations and indemnities, its authors did not extend the con¬ 
demnation to the autonomous buffer states that were die hallmark of German 
planning. Simultaneously with the passage of the resolution Bethmann was 
forced to resign, but his successor, Georg Michaelis, was the candidate of the 
high command rather than the legislature. Michaelis accepted the peace reso¬ 
lution only ‘as I understand it’. 

Russian pressure within the allied coalition was scarcely more effective. 

Like Karl and Czemin the Provisional Government drew back from a separate 
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peace. The Erzberger—Kolyschko conversations with Germany in March— 
April gave it little encouragement to conclude one, as it seemed that Poland 
and the Baltic coast would be the price. The government called for an 
inter-aUied war aims conference, but when Britain and France stalled it did 
not insist. More dangerous to Russia’s partners was the proposal for a meeting 
in Stockholm of all socialist parties, which was vigorously espoused by 
the Petrograd Soviet. Although the initiative led nowhere, it helped to radic¬ 
alize the left in France and Britain. None the less, the line against com¬ 
promise was held, and the Dumont resolution passed by the French Chamber 
of Deputies in June repudiated annexations as equivocally as did its German 
counterpart. 

If peace would not be imposed from below, nor would it come from 
exchanges between governments, as new contacts in the autumn demon¬ 
strated. The starting point was an appeal by the Pope, Benedict XV, who urged 
a settlement ba.sed broadly on the pre-war status quo. Although both sides 
rejected his note, the British inquired via the Vatican for clarification of Ger¬ 
many’s position over Belgium. Meanwhile news reached Berlin of meetings 
between the Austrians and the French (the Armand-Revertera conversations), 
in which the latter had offered German territory if Vienna would abandon its 
ally. Michaelis’s foreign minister, Richard von Kiihlmann, perceived a menace 
to the unity of the Central Powers, and decided to respond in kind. The British 
inquiry confirmed his view that London was the allies’ weak link, and he intim¬ 
ated via a Spanish intermediary, the Marquis of Villalobar, that he was ready to 
exchange views. 

Kiililmann’s message was forwarded in Septeml'>er, at the same time as infor¬ 
mation reached Paris that a German official in Brussels, the Baron von der 
Lancken, was willing to meet in Switzerland with Aristide Briand (the French 
premier from October 1915 until March 1917) and that Briand was willing to go. 
Both western European powers now faced critical decisions. Briand’s successor 
as French premier. Paul Painlev^, doubted that his people would go on fighting 
if they were offered Alsace-Lorraine. Painlev^’s foreign minister, Alexandre 
Ribot, outmanoeuvred Briand and prevented the Swiss visit. In fact the Germans 
were prepared to restore only a few border villages, although Michaehs was 
willing to drop the annexation of Longwy—Briey in return for guaranteed access 
to the iron ore. As for Britain, at the Bellevue crown council the German leaders 
agreed to sacrifice the navy’s demand for the Flanders coast, but their other aims 
in Belgium remained intact. David Lloyd George liimself was willing to contem¬ 
plate a peace at Russia’s raqjense, but the majority of his cabinet insisted that 
Britain must consult its partners. The Foreign Office therefore did so, witli the 
result that Kiihlmann was invited to communicate with the aUies as a whole, a 
suggestion he i^ored. 

The Germans were not offering neaity enough to make either Britain or 
France split awj^' as would have become obvious had negotiations started. 
Underlying the calculations of both sides were assessments that the war could 
still be won. Hindenburg and LudendorfF believed that with Russia’s coUapse 
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they could gain the upper hand; Ribot and lioyd George that they could survive 
the onslaught and secure their war aims with American aid. US Treasury loans 
had rescued the British within weeks of bankruptcy, and enabled the allies to 
continue purchasing essential steel, wheat, and oil. America’s entry promised 
hundreds of thousands of new recruits at the very moment when Russia fal¬ 
tered. Even so, its assistance would be sulBcientfy delayed and limited to offer 
the Central Powers one final opportunity. 

The reasons for this were not just logistical but also political. President 
Wilson had broken off diplomatic relations with Germany in February 1917 
when the latter resumed unrestricted submarine warfare. But it is unlikely 
that he would have declared war in April had he not intended to exert decisive 
influence on the post-war settlement and believed that only by becoming a 
belligerent could he do so. He harboured a grand design to restructure inter¬ 
national relations between the industrial countries, under the auspices of his 
proposed League of Nations. Because the militarists in Berlin were a funda¬ 
mental obstacle to that design, Germany must be defeated and democratized. 
Yet the British, French, Italian, and Japanese leaders were also suspect to him 
as imperialists. 

In the short term, Wilson opposed a compromise that would leave Wilhelm 
IPs regime intact. He rejected participation in the Stockholm Conference and 
rebuffed Pope Benedict’s appe^. He did not meddle with his allies’ objectives, 
although they tried to humour him by endorsing the League. Similarly, in 
November 1917 the British issued the Balfour Declaration in favour of a 
‘national home’ for the Jews in Palestine in part because they loiew that Wilson 
was sympathetic and they lioped for goodwill from American Zionists. The 
French narrowed the economic war aims of the 1916 Paris Conference, concen¬ 
trating on signing up the president for continuing controls over world trade in 
commodities after tlie end of the war. Yet none of this cut much ice. Wlson kept 
liis distance, adhering to neither the secret treaties nor the Pact of London, and 
remaining not an allied but an 'associated' power, at liberty to conclude a sep¬ 
arate peace. He welcomed his partners’ growing financial dependence, and cul¬ 
tivated European radicals and socialists, making reac^ to put pressure on their 
governments when the time came. In the culminating drama, Washington was 
reserving for itself the role of arbiter. 

In 1917 the stalemate had been shaken, but not enough to enable compromise. 
In 1918, the war was ended both in ea-st and west by military might. In the 
eastern theatre the Bolshevik revolulifm for the first time brought to office in a 
great power a regime willing to conclude a separate peace. An armistice ensued 
in December 1917, and the Treaty of Brest-Iitovsk three months afterwards. 
This was not Lenin’s original intention, which >ras rather that revolution should 
spread to Germany. When it failed to do so, however, the survival of Bolshevik 
power became the priority, which made it essential to halt the war. Yet by 
publishing and repudiating the inter-aUied secret treaties, and denouncing 
annexations and indemnities in a ‘Decree on Peace’, the Bolsheviks in some 
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ways aligned themselves with Wlson, and they challenged internal consensus 
everywhere. 

The consequence wis a propaganda battle. Kiililmann and Czemin perceived 
an opportunity to divide the Bolsheviks from the west through the agency of 
their ‘Christmas Declaration’, in wtoch they purported to repudiate annexations 
and indemnities on condition that their enemies did likewise. However, the 
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allies and the Americans would not content tliemselves with a status quo ante 
peace, as Lloyd George made clear in his Caxton Hall speech on 5 January and 
Wilson in his Fourteen Points address on the 8th. Both men appealed to a triple 
constituency; to socialists and trade unionists in the Central Powers and to their 
own domestic left, as well as to the Russians. For Wilson this meant presenting 
a reformist alternative to Lenin’s, and he promised open diplomacy, free naviga¬ 
tion of the seas, non-discrimination in commerce, arms limitation, and an 
’impartial adjustment of aO colonial claims’, in addition to the League. But he 
also supported a carefully limited version of the allies’ war aims, including 
restoring Belgium, redressing ‘the wrong’ done to France over Alsace-Lorraine, 
and awarding Itdy territory of indisputably Italian ethnicity, Austria-Hungary 
and Turkey should grant autonomy to their subject peoples but would not be 
partitioned, and Russia must be free to decide its own destiny. 

The Central Powers seized on this pretext to assert tliat the Christmas Dec¬ 
laration was invalidated, and proceeded to make peace with a separatist govern¬ 
ment in the Ukraine. The Russians, declaring ‘no war, no peace’, withdrew from 
the negotiations, but were helpless before the subsequent German advance. 

Lenin overcame the majority in the Bolshevik 



Central Committee that favoured revolutionary 
war and won It round to accepting terms. At 
Brest-Litovsk the Bolsheviks ceded sovereignty 
over Poland, Courland, Lithuania, and the 
Ukraine, and evacuated Finland, abandoning 
one-third of the tsarist empire’s population and 
agricultural land and much of its industry. In 
May Romania, which had been left helpless, 
agreed in die Treaty of Bucharest to sell to Ger¬ 
many its wheat and oil surpluses and accepted 
an indeftnite occupation. Still the German 
troops moved forward, and in a supplementary 
agreement in August Lenin abandoned Livonia, 
Estonia, and Georgia. ’The Central Powers 
enjoyed such total preponderance that they 
could impose their conditions without restraint, 
and with support from most of the Reichstag 
deputies who had voted for the 1917 peace 
resolution. The German ambition of a chain 
of eastern satellite states seemed close to 
realization. 
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In addition, the Russian ceasefire enabled Liidendorff to gain a sliglit numer¬ 
ical superiorit)' in France for the first time since 1914. and to unleash his devas¬ 
tating spring offensives. Victors' helped to reunite the home front and to lessen 
the friction with the Habsburgs. Moreover, in the so-called 'Czemin incident' in 
April 1918, the French premier, Georgs Clemenceau, published Karl’s secret 
letter of the previous yeiu’ to Sixte de Bourbon, thereby forcing Karl to pledge to 
Wilhelm that there \vould be no more independent diplomatic initiatives. Nego¬ 
tiations for future collaboration l>et\veen Germany and Austria-Hungary moved 
into higher gear, and it seemed that Berlin was consolidating not only its 
dominion in the east but also its ascendancs’ o\ er Vienna. 


The Central Powers 
and Romania sign the 
peace treaty at 
Bucharest on 7 May 
1918. Austro-Hungarian 
foreign minister Count 
Stephan von Burian is 
seated second from left; 
German foreign minister 
Richard von Kilhimann 
third from left. 


None the less, wltliin months of this apparent apogee in their forttmes the Ger- Peace without 

mims accepted defeat. The main reasoti was the turnaround on tlie western victory? 

front. Liidendorff’s attacks were held, andbyJiJy American troops were arriving 

at top speed and the allies had regained the initiative. On 28 September, with 

Bulgaria suing for peace, the Timldsh armies in Palestine routetl, and the British 

overnmning the Hindenburg line, LudendorfT decided that he too must seek a 

ceasefire. However, his troops had nowhere yet retreated to German soil, he 
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In April 1918 the French 
government published 
the secret message sent 
from Emperor Karl of 
Austria via Prince SIxte 
de Bourbon In March 
1917, promising support 
for France’s ‘just 
claims In regard to 
Alsace-Lorraine'. In a 
cartoon captioned 
'Discipline'. Punch 
registers German 
suspicion of Karl’s 
public denials of the 
document's authenticity. 


soon recovered confidence that he could resist for many months, and the appeal 
that went out on 4—5 October tras directed not to the allies generally but 
to Wilson alone, requesting not only an armistice but also a peace based on the 
presidents principles. An accompanying broadening of the government’s com¬ 
position, with Prince Max of Baden being appointed chancellor, created an 
impression of democratization. Germany was trying to settle while it still had 
cards to play, and, yet again, to split its enemies. 

The difference from 1917 was that the United States was advancing towards 
comparable primacy in the allied camp to Germany’s in its own, and that Wilson 
saw a chance to implement the next phase in his design. In contrast with die 
treatment of earlier su<di approaches, he responded pubhcly without consulting 
Clemenceau and iJoyd Geoige, agreeing to a Fourteen Points peace. But at the 
same time he insisted on such stringent ceasefire terms as to place Germany at 
its enemies’ mercy. When Ludendorff tried belatedly to object, Wilhelm, in a 
rare display of assertiveness, insisted on the general's resignation wliile requiring 
Hindenburg to stay. His action came too late to save his dynasty, for during 
November revolution spread through Germany’s cities and on the 9th Wilhelm 
abdicated in favour of a socialist-led Provisional Government. Later Nazi claims 
to the contrary notwithstanding, the German coUapse at home came after and in 
consequence of the decision to seek peace, a decision initiated by the high com¬ 
mand. Hie November revolution left Ger¬ 



many helpless to resist: but the armistice 
terms were settled before the Kaiser fell, at 
an inter-allied conference in Paris. The big 
losers were the Austrians, against whom the 
western powers had Iiardened their line since 
the Czemin incident, deciding that the Dual 
Monarchy was irretrievably lost to German 
domination and that it was better to turn to 
its subject nationaUties. New undertakings 
had been gi\«n to Polish, Czechoslovak, and 
Yugoslav representatives, and when Vienna 
appealed for a settlement based on the Four¬ 
teen Points Wilson declared that these no 
longer applied. Partly because of his pro¬ 
nouncement, nationahst revolutions finished 
off the Dual Monarchy days before the social¬ 
ists took power in Berlin. Against Germany, 
however, Wilson obtained his partners’ agree¬ 
ment to a peace based on his principles, and 
to this extent the Germans won easier terms 
than they would have done from France and 
Britain alone. None the less, tlie Fourteen 
Points were accepted only with reservations 
(the British refused commitment on the 
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freedom of the seas, and broadened the potential for reparation claims), and 
the military and naval clauses of the armistice ^ve die allies powerful assets. 
Germany’s colonies stayed under British occupation, it handed over most of its 
navy, and Belgium was evacuated. The French moved into Alsace-Lorraine and 
die Saar, and the allies garrisoned the Rhineland. The Italians occupied the ter¬ 
ritories promised them in 1915, while the Germans evacuated Russia and can- 
ceUed their treaties with the Bolsheviks. Whether Wilson would indeed be able 
to impose his global vision remained to be settled at the peace conference. 

Both the Central Powers and their adversaries had fought to safeguard their 
security against external danger, and had portrayed the conflict to their peoples as 
a war to end war. But defensive objectives were to be attained by expansionist 
methods, and although both sides were wary of outright annexations both sought 
to carve out spheres of influence and permanently restrict their enemies’ sover¬ 
eignty. There was truth in Lenin’s observation that the war was an imperialist one. 
This is not necessarily to say that it was pointless and flitile, or that the ordinary 
citizens who suffered so grievously for their leaders’ objectives were duped. By 
1917-18, after the Russian Revolution and American entry, the struggle pitted 
relatively liberal states against authoritarian ones, and western statesmen warned 
with justice that a compromise with a Germany in wliich Ludendorff held such 
prominence was unlikely to last. The ‘peace without victoiy’ that Wilson advo¬ 
cated while still neutral would have been a fragile basis for stability. Tlie Versailles 
TVeaty, for all its faults, contained enough to have maintained the peace of Europe 
for much longer than twenty years if it had been vigilantly defended. Instead, the 
inter-allied unity that Germany had tried so hard to shatter splintered anyway in 
the 1920s and the 19305, clearing the road to a second world war. 
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Propaganda and 
the Mobilization 
of Consent 



J. M. WINTER 


Wars of 
persuasion: (he 
political 
dimensions 


E very combatant nation in the Great War set up agencies to control tlie flow 
of information and to monitor iuid influence public opinion. The first task 
was hardly original: armies have always drawn a veil over the details of mili¬ 
tary deployment, the timing of operations, and casualties incurred ui them. The 
second tiLsk tbtl rerjuire new initiatives. In earlier conflicts, writers and artists, 
priests and lav notables, had rallied around the flag, hut in the Great War, appeals 
had to reach the nation as a whole. Consent was an essential element of mass 
warfare; propaganda helpetl shore it up over tire fifty' months of the conflict. 

The (Jreat War spayvned the most spectacular advertising campaign to date. 
Its product yvas justification of yvar. Its language was moral and replete with the 
symbolic forms within yvhich notions of justice and injustice were inscribed in 
popular culture. Because of tlie excesses and exa^erations of this effort, the 
term 'propagantla' has come to mean ‘lies’. During the war, propaganda entailed 
more tlian this. The be.st yvay to understand its mixture of moral outrage, selective 
reporting, and misleading or imtnie assertions Ls to see propaganda as a state- 
dominated lawy'ers' brief, pleading the cau.se of the nation before its population 
and that of the yvorld. 
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State-dominated does not mean state-directed. Yes, tliere 
was maniptilation from above, hnt that is far from the end 
of the stor\’. One of the key features of propaganda is its 
dual character. It mixed political polemic with appeals ori¬ 
ginating in the private sector. The power of state propa¬ 
ganda was a function of its ssnergistic relationship with 
opinion formed from below. WTien common sense on the 
popidar level diverged from state propaganda, the official 
message turned hollow or simpK’ sanished. But when 
propaganda coincided with popular feeling, independently 
generated and independently sustained, then it had a real 
and profound forc-e. 

Between 1914 and 1916, both sides emphasized the 
defensive nature of the wjrr. Each had been provoked and 
attacked; each was simply defending its soil and its national 
greatness. In this first phase, tlie military played a predom¬ 
inant role, through such monitoring bodies as the German 
Kriegspresseamt or the French Maison de la Pres.se. But 
from 1917. cisllian agencies came to the fore. The reason 
for the change is clear; when the political character of the 
war changed, so did propagaiida. The two Russian revolu¬ 
tions of 1917 and the entr\' of the United States into the 
war in April 1917 transfonned the c-onflict. Now war aims 
became central to propaganda. W'hat kind of peace, indeed w'hat kind of 
post-war world, were questions at the heart of the appeal] to public opinion in 
the last two years of the war. W'ithin each European cwmbatant. the dormant 
.socialist movement revived, establishing its outlook on the future of Europe. 
Moderate socialists waiitetl the perpetuation of state c-ontrol of the command 
economy; it had provided decent wages and eliminated unemployment. Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks had another set of answers to these questions: the war was 
an imperialist plot. To prove the point, they publi.she<l documents from the Tsar’s 
Foreign MinLstrv' about the deal made between Russia. Britain, and France 
over future control of (Constantinople. Is that why millions had died? American 
President Woodrow Wilson had still another point of view: the sacrifices had to 
be justified by the creation of a democratic inteniation;d order presided over by 
a League of Natif)ns. 

Tliis turbulent period clearly required a new approach to the orchestration of 
the chonis of public opinion. The Europeaji povv'ers were much more conser¬ 
vative than any of these new voices of 1917. David Lloyd George (British prime 
minister from December 1916) and (Ceorges Clemenceau (French premier 
from December 1917) did not want what either Lenin or Wilson was selling. 
The German high command was even more resistant to the spread of demo¬ 
cratic ideas. Alternative justifications of the war effort had to be constructed. 
(Consequently, the main European combatants streamlined their propaganda 
effort. New public agencies and new approaches appeared. The (ierman liigh 



'Do you want four 
Alsace-Lorraines?' Is 
the rhetorical question 
on this 

Austro-Hungarian war 
poster.To avoid the 
dismemberment of the 
empire Into small and 
unstable ethnic 
fragments was reason 
enough to carry on 
the war. 
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The mobilization 
of the imagination: 
cultural 
dimensions 


command hitherto had ran the war without much thought as to the stale of 
public opinion. Now, unxler Hindenburg and Ludendorff, there was a new sen¬ 
sitivity to counter the growing grumbles over the need for a compromise peace. 
The same scattered but persistent doubts as to the wisdom of a fight to the finish 
impelled the British ^wemment to create a Ministry of Information—the first 
in British history. Uc^ George turned to two press magnates—Lords Beaver- 
brook and Northcliffe—and handed them the assignment of managing propa¬ 
ganda abroad and at home. Thus, by the last phase of the war, propaganda 
became a separate and essential element of war policy. We will examine its 
effects below. 

The political history of propaganda does not disclose its full significance 
within the history of the twentieth century. This story lies more in the cultural 
and social history of mass mobilization. Here propaganda produced much that 
has characterized prditical and social life throughout tliis violent century. 

Propaganda contributed to the cementing of tlie solidarities essential to the 
endurance required by four and a half years of war. It did not shorten the war, or 
win it; rather propaganda helped transform the societies that waged it into more 
effective tools of war. Since 1914, alongside the mobilization of men, munitions, 
and labour, alongside war against civilian.s. came the mobilization of minds. This 
phenomenon was one of the most striking and disturbing features of the Great 
War. Here the boundaries between the private and the public realms, between 
individual expression and thought control, were redrawn or obLterated. 

As we have noted, state propaganda in wartime is only part of the story. Tlie 
propaganda efforts of both sides stretched from atrocity stories to barbaric cari¬ 
catures to children’s tales to outright lies. Tlie most powerful propaganda did not 
come from the centres of power, but rather from within these societies them¬ 
selves. The politics of hate was mass politics; it was as much visual as verbal, and 
it was effective. It worked because it drew on images and notions broadcast from 
below, througli commercial advertising, through cartoons, through posters and 
postcards, through sermons, through sentimental songs and the amateur poetry 
which flourished in wartime. 

One particular class of images deserves .special attention. The Great War 
mobilized sacred images and words on behalf of the cause. This is hardly sur¬ 
prising, given the anxiety felt by millions at home about tlie welfare of their 
loved ones in uniform. Thanks to the Virgin for the survival of individual sol¬ 
diers, in the form of ex voto plaques placed in churches throughout France, hint 
at the upsurge of religious language from the earliest days of the war. This was a 
'holy war’, one consecrated 1^ every established church and most unconven¬ 
tional ones too. 

At the same time, within these nations at war, religious divisions began to 
fade. Other boundaries were crossed in important ways. In France lliis had 
profound consequences. Much of Gatholic opinion before the war had been 
hostOe to the Republic. In turn, the moderate Radical Party in power waged war 
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against the privileges of the Church, formallv separ¬ 
ated from the French state in 1905. In a ctilfural (ra¬ 
ther than institutional) sense, the Great War 
nationalized Roman Catholicism. 

And not onlv' in France. The great celebration of 
German victory over France in the war of 1870-1, 

Sedan day. was, in many parts of Gennanv', an anti- 
Catholic festival. After 1914, German Gathoiics 
could show how German they were. As in France, 
their language of sacrifice and martvTdom infused 
wartime culture. The patriotic spirit of Jews in all 
combatant countries did much, at least for a time, to 
eclipse endemic anti-Semitism. Everywhere, ser¬ 
mons were preachevl proclaiming the righteousness 
of the cause, luid invoking (Jod's protection for the 
nation s men at arms. Within each nation, war was an 
ecumenical event. 

Propaganda entered every home. There was a vast 
array of stirring messages for chiUlren, and. to judge 
by the essays of French children written during the 
war, the citizens and soldiers of the future sliared in 
the culture of wartime. And that meant first and 
foremost hatretl of the enemy. 

Ghildren stood as images of braverv and victim- 
h(K)d as far back sus the Napoleonic period. But after 1914, they not only suf- The ancient and 
fered, they also killed, and waited for the time when they could vvTeak vengeance distinguished martial 
on the enemy. One British children's dittv captured this new mobiliztition of traditions o< German 
children in total war. Accompanving a drawing oi a devastated house, a child the figure of 
intoned: Germania. Behind her, 

however, are not 

Tim is the house that Jack built. soldiers but the nation 

Thi.s is the iKinib tliat fell on the house that Jack built. more broadly defined, 

This is the Hun who dropped the bomb tliat fell on the house that Jac-k built. workers, mothers, and 

children. Below is a 

Tliis is the gun that Idllwl the Hun who dropptnl the bomb tliat fell on the house that message from the 
Jack built. Kaiser, berating the 

enemy for their reiection 

Tills time, it was the cliild who carried the gun inul intended to use it. of German peace 

At the outset of tlie war, propaganda was more verfial thiui visual. Notables in all of December 1916 

, * ^ ” 1 I 1111 and calling on the nation 

major combatiuits put pen to paj>er to denounce the enemy and ennoble the cause redouble its efforts 

of national defence. A galajy of German scienli.sts and humanists threw liack at the 
allies the accusation that German trcxips had behaved barbaricsillv in Belgium. It 
was not Germany, the professors opinetl, but the allies who brought lilack troops to 
subdue European soldiers. Later in the war, British and French intellectuals, art¬ 
ists, and writers descended to similar depths of vilification of an enemy vvliase very 
culture, they believed, had spawned the disease of‘Pncssianism’. 
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Morale in all armies 
depended on the 
maintenance of strong 
links between front and 
home front. Here a 
German wife embraces 
her husband's helmet, 
and trusts that his 
military service will 
protect the homeland 
from the predators 
surrounding It. 


As mobilization spread, the appearance of 
learned pamphlets tracing the mendacitv' of one 
side and tlie moral probitv of tlie other became a 
marginal exercise. More central to propaganda was 
the cultivation of visual fonns, e.specially in carica¬ 
ture and in poster art. Nevv’spapers in all combatant 
countries moralized the conflict bv producing 
stereotypes of the enemy; the mad or animal-like 
Him corresponded to tlie fat, grasping British busi¬ 
nessman, lusting after Germany's wealth and treas¬ 
ures. In France, a rotund, cunning, and bloodthirsty 
Briinnhilde stood for Germany: a lithe, joyful, 
though naive Marianne for France. 

Tlie.se cultural icons came in many forms, aside 
from caricatures, \\1iat French scholars call the 
banalization of the war', its capacity to settle into 
daily life as a normal set of events, is nowhere more 
visible than here. Hindenburg doilies. Foc-h ash¬ 
trays, and Kitchener beer mugs mixed patriotism 
and profit, trivializing the struggle in a miuiner con¬ 
sistent with its unending continuation. The Pellerin 
firm, based in the city of Epinal in eastern France, specialized in cheap jxisters 
illustrating the glories of combat. Its banalities luul absurdities created an entirely 
imaginary war, far from the mud and hlood of the conflict. Perhaps this very 
unrealitv helped its sales: they were gigantic and vvoi ldvvide. 

Wartime patriotism .sold, especially when it came in .sanitized forms. Picture 
postcards, the e.ssential medium of correspondence between home and front, 
carried all kinds of patriotic messages. In Franco, sexual innuendo mi.xed with 
appeals to repopulate the country after the carnage of the war. 

Trivialization was anything but trivial. In effect, the power of these ephemeral 
objects derived from their rehearsal of a national script alxnit tlie wim It went 
on. .so the message said, because the cause was just. That cause was not so much 
political—an area in w'hich honourable people could disagree—but rather 
moml. Those who thought the war should Ire brought to an end through negoti¬ 
ation, or a comproniLse peace, were supping with the devil, and thereby risking 
the belravoil of the men at the front and the men who had already fallen. Tliis 
kind of propagantla from below, therefore, was a pow'erful tool helping to muzzle 
dissent. Governments did their liest to prevent pacifist messages from .spreading 
in wartime, but a much more powerful agent of confonnity was the cluster of 
images .spread throughout wartime .societies in a host of visual forms, refined 
and vulgar alike. 


Film, propaganda, 
and mriral 
rearmament 


Bv the middle of the war, the film indirstry emerged as die most important vehicle 
for projecting the meaning of the war as a struggle of Good against Evil. Tliis 
cinematic effort took manv forms, from comedy to melodrama to tragedy. Much 
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funding was frequentlv involved. To be sure, the 

censor was active; but here again the private sector V 

took the lead. On the screen, kitsch and popular I ->Ca "O m 

entertainments came into their own, broadcasting A / 

messages with evident mass appeal about the vir- V / /v \ ^ 

tuesofone side and the villainy of the other. Music I L / ^ 

hall, melodrama, and tlie gramophone industry'all '"I _- 

chipped in, selling (at a profit) anocKiie or uphfting ^ 

images and songs to increasingly fatigued, anxious, ^ 
and irritable populations. 

No wonder film was so popular during the war. ~ 

It satisfied longings for the mundane at an extra* ' ''9'^ 

ordinarv moment: it lamjmoned the dreariness of 
military life, and it added a large dose of outrage 
directed against the source of all the troubles— 
the enemy. This was a situation tailor-made for yX 

Charlie (ilhaplin. A British-bom music hall per- ^ 

former, he had joined Mack Sennett’s KeN’stone ^ 

Company in December 1913. He was already a 

celebrity in 1914, and c-ontributed to the war not by joining up but bv staving 
put in California and making films. 

Chaplin’s service to the iJlied war effort on the .screen far outweighed the 
advantages of putting him in uniform. He Wiis an iconic figure, a man both ter- 


Here is a more risqud 
version of the 
maintenance of ties 
between front and home 
front.This French 


riblv vulnerable and somehow able (sooner or later) to plant his boot on the woman prepares for 'the 


seat of authorih'. He was the great survivor, ‘the tramp’—the title of one of his 
most successful films of 1915—the little guy whose rlec-ency almost gets tram¬ 
pled, but who.se resilience is indefatigable. No wonder some British Highland 
Light Infantrvinan stole a cardboard figure of Chaplin and brought it over to 
the western front. 


assault' on her man, 
home on leave and In 
need of close support. 


More unusual was the effect Chaplin’s photograph had on shell-shocked 
soldiers. A physician serving with the US armv said that an autographed 
photo of Chaplin did wonders for the men in his care. 'Please write your 
name on the photos’. Dr Lewis Colenum Hall wTote to Chaplin, ‘the idea 
being that nearly everyone has seen you in pictures. 1 will show' your picture 
to a poor fellow and it may arrest his mind for a second. He may say “Do you 
know Charlie?" and then begins the first ray of hope that the boy’s mind can 
be saved.’ 


Some of his films were exphcitly propagandistic. He u.sed film to promote 
Liberty Bonds, and followed this up with public appeals. On 8 April 1918, his 
appearance with Marv' Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks on Wall Street in New' 
York drew an estimated 30,000 people. After ciowming with Fairbanks (and 
standing on his shoulders), he told the crowds that 'This verv' minute the Ger¬ 
mans occupy a position of advantage, and we have to get the dollars. It ought 
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to go over so that we can drive that old devil, the Kaiser, out of France’. In 
Washington, he repeated the same pitch: ‘The Germans are at your door! 
We’ve got to stop them! And we will stop them if you buy Liberty Bonds! Re¬ 
member, each bond you buy will save a soldier’s life—a mother’s son!—^will 
bring this war to an early victory!’ He then promptly fell off the platform and 
(in his words) ‘grabbed Marie Dressier and fell with her on top of my hand¬ 
some young friend’, who happened to be the tlien assistant secretary of the 
navy, Franklin D. Roosevelt. He met President Wilson, and, for his British 
audiences, he appeared with tlie British music hall star Harry Lauder, whose 
son had been killed in 1916. 

But his major achievement on the screen was to produce the war film to end 
all war films. Shoulder Arms. It premiered on 20 October 1918, and received 
instant acclaim. Drawing on a tour of US army training camps, the story lam¬ 
poons the rigours of boot camp. After a hopeless spell of drill, exhausted, Chaplin 
falls asleep and wakes up on the western front. He captures a German unit by 
single-handedly surrounding them, ma.sters the arts of camoidlage by turning 
into a tree, and manages to capture the Kaiser himself (played by his brother 
Sydney). 

Chaplin was in a class of his own during die war: the comic genius of his time. 
Film worked on many different registers during the conflict. Many films distrib¬ 
uted during the war had nothing to do with the conflict, sticking to escapist 
themes. But others returned to the war, and used film to spread explicit moral 
messages in the hope of stiffening public morale. When we look at these films, 
we see some of the ways in which, in many countries at war, consent was fortified 
and the inevitable anxiety of military conflict softened by die gentle and re¬ 
assuring images of cinematic comedy. 

Many Germans, too, believed that their cause was just, and that their civiliza¬ 
tion was based on values higher and nobler than the decadence of France or the 
crass commercialism of Britain and the United States. In Germany, too, film was 
there to spread the message. There were over 2,000 cinemas in Germany in 
1913, with over 200 in Berlin alone. This national total was only half that of the 
British cinema industry, but with Danish and American imports, German film 
was booming on the eve of the war. 

Initially, the film industry was ignored by the high command as an annoyance, 
but with the accession of Eric Ludendorif to the post of quartermaster general 
in 1916, film suddenly found many powerful backers. When, in 1917, American 
newsreel imports were banned, into the breach stepped the domestic industry, 
producing newsreels for the mass audience with an insatiable appetite for im¬ 
ages of the front. Alfred Hugenberg, director of the armaments firm of Krupp, 
took a leading part in this effort, which in late 1917 gave birth to ‘Ufa’ (Univer- 
sum Film AG), a consortium of film companies, one-third owned by the German 
state bank, and under indirect military control. With such backing, Ufa’s viability 
was assured. But like so much of the German war effort, it emerged not from 
within popular culture, but from within the political and industrial elite. 


Facing: The iconic figure 
ofthe early cinema, 
Charlie Chaplin 
conquered all in his 1918 
leature film Shoulder 
Arms. A London-born 
comic trained in the late 
Victorian music hall 
tradition, Chaplin spent 
the war in the United 
States, and vividly led 
the cinematic charge 
against the Germans in 
the last year of the war. 
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The tie of the film industry to the authorities restricted its freedom of action 
and its effectiveness. But the popular demand for film was recognized by the 
high command. Onemahouses were given priority for coal and electricity in die 
hard months of 1917—18, producing consistently high attendance throughout 
Germany and in occupied Belgium. 

The army had its own canema industry. There were 900 field cinemas in 1917, 
featuring die great stars of the German cinema, Henry Porten and Asta Nielson. 
They specialized in comedies and melodrama, but were conscious of marrying 
profit and patriotism, thereby establishing a strong domestic film industry by the 
end of the war. The German film industry dien came into its own both as a viable 
economic enterprise and as a vehicle for daring experimentation. Tlie legacy of 
film propaganda in the 1914—18 war was there for the Nazis to exploit en route 
to the Second World War. 

Outcomes Did propaganda hdp shorten the war? Almost certainly not. Germany capitulated 
when its army was beaten in die field and for no other rea,son. Embittered men 
tried to blame allied propaganda—seductive and misleading—^for the defeat, but 
only those with the blinkers of Adolf Hitler and his entourage took diis argument 
seriously. Historians of the First World War have dismissed this charge out of hand. 

The same exaggerated claims have been made about the effects of allied 
propaganda on the entry of the United States into the war in April 1917. There 
was indeed a massive and sophisticated British and French propaganda effort in 
the United States. German propagandists were there too, though their work 
bore the same marks of bungling and clumsiness evident elsewhere in the 
German war effort. 

The British approach to ‘publicity’ was indirect. Recognizing the strength of 
American isolationism, British propagandists, under Canadian-born Sir Gilbert 
Parker, tried to reach influential people through direct mailing. Sir Gilbert’s card 
came along with the pamphlet or reprint, addinga personal touch. They arranged 
interviews in the press with prominent Englishmen and always anssvered press 
criticism with polite letters to the editor. Film newsreels brought positive images 
of the allies to a wider public, reached too llirough a host of public meetings. In 
January 1917 Sir Gilbert Parker returned to Britain and handed over his post to 
his successor. Professor W. M. Dixon of Glasgow University. 

From that point on, die German cause in the United States self-destructed. 
First came unrestricted submarine warfare; a direct Uireat to American ships 
bringing privately funded American seaborne aid to the allies. Then came the 
March Revolution in Russia, eliminating one of the embarrassments of the 
campaign upholding ’democracy’—that is, the allies—against ‘militarism’—^thal 
is, Germany. Then came the mad approach of the German Foreign Ministry to 
Mexico, offering lai^e parts of the south-west of the United States as the poten¬ 
tial fruits of joint action in the war. British intelligence intercepted this message, 
and saved it for Just the right moment, when newly re-elected President 
Woodrow Wil.son would be forced to act. He did so on 6 April 1917, as the 
United States entered the war. 
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The strength of allied propaganda was to control, neulrali2e, though never 
completely eliminate, isolationist and anti-British opinion. The United Slates 
went to war not because of propaganda but because of multiple direct German 
threats to American lives and American interests. 

Within the European theatre of operations, there were sources much more 
powerful than propaganda which account for the edacity of the allies to withstand 
the pressures of war better than the Central Powers. The allies Irad at dieir dis¬ 
posal the finance and the raw materials which came out of a centuiy of imperial 
eJ^ansion. Germany had no such second, third, or fourth line of reinforcements. 
Propaganda was a marginal source of defeat, when compared to these massive 
imbalances of power. 

In the war of words and images, Germany had another disadvantage. The 
state rested not on the consent of the governed, but on the invincibility of the 
army. That myth sustained public opinion for four years. The men who had 
won the spectacular victory at Tannenberg in August 1914—Hindenburg and 
Ludendorff—^were in charge of the war effort four years later. They stood for 
a proud and defiant military tradition that had held the worid at bay for fifty 
months. When the German line bent and moved back In the summer of 1918. 
when everyone in Germany came to see that the war could not be won, then 
the exaggerated notion that Germany was invincible made the bitterness of the 
defeat even worse. 

Propaganda did not create the bitter pill Germany had to swallow in igi8. It 
helped sustain allied civilians and soldiers through the dark periods of the war. 
It did so by sticking to a simple message; the armies were In the field because 
Germany was a menace and had to be stopped. For the French army fighting 
on French soil, and for the Belgians, tliis was evident. But the same sentiment 
existed among American, British, and imperial forces far from home, and 
among their families in the rear. Propaganda did not create this belief; the 
German invasion of Belgium, and the ruthlessness and harshness of die German 
war effort since 1914, did so. Tlie lengthening casualty lists added to the bitter¬ 
ness on die allied side of the line and to their determination to see the war 
through to total victory. The Kaiserreich dug its ovm grave, and later attempts 
to divert attention from this fact gave Great War propaganda a military signifi¬ 
cance it did not deserve. Its fundamental effects were cultural, not political; 
they pointed to an even darker future, and to the mobilization of hatred in an 
even more terrible war. 
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B y 1914, war and peace, as well as revolution, had long exercised the 
imagination of socialists. Wlien, in November 1912. Europe seemed 
poised on the brink of war over the Balkans, the leaders of the socialist 
Second International met in Basle, Switzerland. As the great l)ells of the cath¬ 
edral where they gatheretl tolled in warning, the\' issued a declaration that the 
likely price of war would be a revohitionarv catastrophe for the niling elites that 
unleashed it. Logically, perhaps, in an organization committed by its principles 
to socialist revolution, such a prediction should have Ireen a matter of welcome, 
not warning. Some on the far left, such as Lenin and Rosa Licxemburg, indeed 
saw w'ar as a possible path to re\ olution. A new theoretical emphasis in pre-war 
socialist thought on tire latest stage of capitalism as one of economic imperi- 
alLsm, in which conflict between international economic forces would lead to 
continuous wars and esentua! revolution, tended in the same direction. Lenin 
was to provide the most famous formulation of this idea in Imperialism, the 
Highest Stage of Capitalism, written in 1916. 

But, bv and large, European socialists were remarkable for their resolute hos- 
tilitv’ to the idea of war and for the detachment of the question of war and peace 
from that of revolution. Developments since the foimding of the Intemationid 
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in 1889 had underlined the importance of the national circumstances within 
which each constituent parly evolved as well as the complexity of economic and 
pohtical change. The Second International had undeniably developed a dis¬ 
tinctive and profoundly intemationahst culture, shaped above all by the Marxism 
of the dominant German Social Democratic Parly (SPD) and of its chief phil¬ 
osopher, Karl Kautsky. But the ‘revolution’ envisaged was broadly one in which 
proletarian unity would be forged by inexorable historical forces. Reducing the 
social cataclysms of Marxist theory to abstractions, this culture was infused with 
an optimistic rationalism which turned socialism into the most advanced expres¬ 
sion of‘civilization’. 

With rising international tension, socialist custodianship of humanitarian 
values made the prevention of war—^which was seen not just as the product of 
capitalism but also as the antithesis of 'civilization'—^an overriding concern. 
True, by 1914 there was a certain pessimism as to whether the working class, or 
even organized labour, would obey the International’s order to refuse to fight a 
war, not least because the competing national allegiances which divided socialist 
parties had prevented any agreement on what form such a reiusal would take. 
But this only made it all the more important to prevent war occurring. 

War broke out none the less, dealing a double blow to socialists. It revealed the 
impotence of the Second International, though it was the occasion more than 
the cause of this. It also challenged socialist views on war since the conflict arose 
not from economic rivalries but from a nationalist conflict in the Balkans, where 
the International prided itself on having restrained conflict in 1912. As war trig¬ 
gered a chain reaction of invasions, socialists rapidly rediscovered an older lan¬ 
guage of justifiable participation in national defence to safeguard their own 
future. The argument had emerged in the influential book L'Arm^e nouvelle 
(The New Army) (1910), written by the French socialist leader Jean Jaurfes, in 
order to reconcile international proletarian action to prevent capitalist and colo¬ 
nial wars with the right of the working class to defend the nation, an idea rooted 
in the French repubhcan tradition. Ironically, Jaur^s himself was assassinated by 
a fanatical nationalist on the eve of French mobilization, a martyr to war hys¬ 
teria. But across Europe, not only socialists but also anarchists and revolutionary 
syndicalists accepted that workers did have a fatheriand, and, by an e^^licidy 
left-wing logic, they supported (and even participated in) wartime national 
governments. 

Initially, any semblance of normal political life was suspended as the military 
effort and a speedy victory pre-empted everything else. But as the trenches sta¬ 
bilized, socialists, like others, confronted the radical novelty of an extended, 
industrial war. This affected them in several >rays. First, a long war required the 
mobilization of all the ideological and cultural resources of the nation behind 
the war effort. This process inevitably raised the question of the purpose of the 
war and its sacrifices, and enabled the currents of socialism backing the national 
effort to demand greater equity in its prosecution. In the light of the sweeping 
economic mobUization which the war also required, it generated a distinctive 
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wartime reformism among majority labour and socialist leaders in countries 
such as Britain, France, and Germany by which the lessons of national mobihza- 
tion and a controlled wartime econorr^ were projected into a post-war future of 
political and social ‘reconstruction’ along socialist lines. In effect, the war con¬ 
firmed the national vocation of socialism. Secondly, the revelation that muni¬ 
tions were needed on an unimagined scale made the industrial worker as 
important as the scJdier for victory. As die industrial mobilization geared up, and 
especially as wartime economic conditions depressed living standards while 
giving labour considerable economic leverage (despite attempts to control it 
with new forms of industrial discipline), workers became not only vital to die 
war effort but also increasingly militant. In the major munitions centres, radical 
local industrial movements developed which cut across established trade union 
and socialist organizaHons. Thirdly, as casualties rose and the military effort sank 
deeper into stalemate, voices in all the belligerent powers queried the need 
to fight the war to the bitter end. as opposed to cutting it short by negotiation. 
Socialism, as the most important oppositional political movement, was espe¬ 
cially open to diese doubts. 

The combination and effect on socialists of these different aspects of the war 
varied considerably by country. Where the le^timacy of the pre-war regime, 
and hence of the wartime national mobilization, were broadest, as in Britain and 
France, the potential socialist opposition to the war was mildest. It also helped 
that in these two countries the economic impact of the war on workers was less 
serious than elsewhere (though still significant) owing to government efficiency 
in supplying the civilian population and fuller access to world food supplies. In 
Germany, harsher economic conditions and a more contested regime, evolving 
towards military authoritarianism during the war, resulted in greater disaffection 
and a socialist opposition which, in April 1917. spht to form an Independent 
German Social Democratic Party (USPD). Yet the majority SPD, the largest 
party of tlie pre-war International, remained powerful and still committed, in 
some form or other, to the national effort. It was in countries like Italy and espe- 
ciaDy Russia, where the narrow pre-war state and its weak mediating links with 
society (and especially with the vrorldng class) had been profoundly destabilized 
by the brutal economic and military impact of the war, that popular dissent from 
the war effort was greatest and socialist hostility to the conflict most pronounced. 
For all these differences, war-weariness was common to most combatant states 
by 1917, with strikes, protests, and mutinies variously su gg esting a deep longing 
for peace. 

Peace and 
revolution, 

Febniary- 
September 1917 


Peace, no less than war, acquired new weight and meaning for sociahsts through 
the experience of die world conflict. Tbe )^ung German Social Democratic 
deputy Karl Liebknecht refused to vote for w^r credits in December 1914, in a 
gesture that received instant, international celebrity. By early 1915, minority 
voices in most European socialist parties and many trade union movements had 
begun to question support for die wot and seek an end to the fighting. Since 
hostUity to war, on class and humanitarian grounds, was so deeply embedded in 
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the values of the pre-war International, it was 

logical to revive at least the spirit of the Inter- Jl^P^ 

national in order to oppose the war. The per- 

manent bureau of the Second International (which 

had moved from Belgium to neutral Holland on 

the German invasion) was paralyserl by hostilitv’ 

between mainstream socialists supiiorting their 

national efforts, so it was neutral socialists who [ jT Sjp 

informally took the lead. Both motlerate Dutch 

and Scanchnavians and more radical Swiss and ll 

Italians organized international meetings. In par- 

ticular, dissident socialists and trade unionists from , 

France. CJermany, and the diaspora of exiled Bus* 

sian socialism (including Lenin and Trotsks ), as " 

well as from neutral countries, met in two obscure Swiss villages. Zimmerwald 
(September 1915) and Kienthal (April 1916), to oppose the war. 

The language of the resolutions resulting from these two meetings remaine<l 
that of conventional pre-war Marxism. The war was seen as the product of cap¬ 
italism and impericilisin. International labour and socialist unitv was the way to 
oppose it. Only revolution would definitively end imperialism and militarism, 
and hence war itself. But peace, not revolution, was the goal. Although the two 
terms coexisted In the same semantic field, there was a significant differenc-e tjf 
emphasis Ivetween them. The Zimmerwald resolution stressed the importance 
of achieving peace, not revolution (despite a minority declaration diafted by 
Lenin), and although the tone hardened at Kienthal, in 1916. peace remained 
the principal aim. opening the way for the ‘final triumph of the proletariat'. 
Lt^niii was keenest to emphasize revolutionarv-action. In 1914 he considered the 
old International to lx* dead, and he gradiiallv moved tovviuxls a policv of split¬ 
ting the hard-line revolutioniuies from the rest, including mcxlerate pacifists, 
thus subordinating peac-e to revolution. 

But it was the reverse emphasis on peace rather than revolution that pre¬ 
vailed in the socialist aiul tratle union opposition to the w'ar, and the moral aver¬ 
sion to war, so clearly present in the pre-wiu" International, kept breaking 
through the .socudlst rhetoric. The leaders of the emergent minoritv in (»er- 
many (Bernstein, Kautskv'. and Haase) descriljed the war as combining ‘the 
cruelty of barbaric ages’ with 'the most sophisticaterl tools of civilization' in their 
statement of June 1915, The Demand of the Hour, and the same terms were 
used elsewhere. The Zimmerw'ald resolution (clraftevl bv Trotsky) explainerl that 
‘the war which has provoked this chaos is the product of imperialism’, but it 
prefac-ed this with a description of the chaos itself: 

Millitms of corpses cover the battlefields. Million.s of men will remain mutilated for the 
rest of their davs. Europe has become a gigantic slaughter-house for men. All the civil¬ 
ization created bv the labour of previous generations is destined to be destroved. Savage 
barbarism Ls today triumphing over everything that heretofore constituted the pride of 
IminiUiitv. 
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A pamphlet issued by the Committee for the Resumption of International 
Relations, the French organizatioD that publicized the Zimmerwald and Kienthal 
meetings in 1916, seized on the anguish of women waiting for news of their 
loved ones at the front: ‘Oh women, with sensitive hearts, you who were made 
to procreate and love, do you not see the horrors of the batdefield, do you not 
hear the cries of pain from your sons, your husbands, your brothers?’ No doubt 
much of this reflected the high moral language of sociahst activists, and even 
intellectuals, rather than that of ordinary soldiers, workers, and war-weary civil¬ 
ians. But it also represented an attempt by socialists to grasp and respond to the 
radical novelty of industrial war and a scale of destruction that strained the terms 
of the conventional class ana^'sis. 

Events in Russia in February 1917 (Mar<di by the western calendar) might 
seem to have placed the notion of revolution decisively back on the agenda of 
sociahsts everywhere. Tlie fall of tsardom was a dramatic occurrence, and in the 
longer run the Russian cataclysm could not fail to redefine socialist understanding 
of what was meant by revolution. Butin 1917. its immediate significance was per¬ 
ceived above all in terms of current concerns with war and peace. Naturally, 
the revolution had its own, strictly Russian logic. The collapse of military confi¬ 
dence, the disintegration of tsarist legitimacy, deep economic dislocation, and 
the one-sided pol^zation of society against the state were not paralleled in 
other countries in 1917, whereas they had been rehearsed in the earlier Russian 
revolution of 1905, following defeat in the war with Japan. But contemporaries, 
especially socialists, were not always aware of how specific the crisis was as they 
sought to divine its implications. 

The Provisional Government (composed of the liberal opponents of the regime), 
which was the first, and weaker, of the two forms of power that replaced tsardom, 
was committed to continuing the war. The second, and stronger, source of political 
authority (in what contemporaries called die system of ‘Dual Power’) consisted of 
a highly varied movement of popular protest, including workers, peasants, and 
increasingly soldiers, which form^ a myriad of local committees and 'soviets’. The 
most influential of these, the Petrograd Soviet, expressed socialist and popular dis¬ 
affection with the war and, from the outset, called insistently for general negoti¬ 
ated peace, though without abandoning the national defence. 

Since the dominant historical model of revolution available to contemporaries 
was the French Revolution, which had produced war (and not been produced 
by it, like the Russian Revolution), there wrais a widespread belief among alUed 
(and especially French) opinion that the March Revolution would create a 
democratic, national mobilization for war on the Jacobin model. Indeed, a 
number of pro-war socialists (including Arthur Henderson, leader of the British 
Labour Party, and Albert 'iTiomas, the French minister of armaments) were sent 
by their governments to Russia to encourage precisely this outcome. The Provi¬ 
sional Government did indeed attempt to implement the Jacobin model and 
relaunch the war effort as one of national hberation, though the result (under 
Kerensky, a right-wing socialist) >ras the failed offensive of the summer of 1917 
and final disintegration of the army. 
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But it was the popular revolutionary' demand for a negotiated peace whicli 
electrified European socialists and explains much of the wider influence of 
Russian events. For the revolution embotlied the hopes for peace which accom¬ 
panied tlie crises of morale alBicting nearly every belligerent nation in 1917. 
The identification of the message with the .soviets and other forms of re\ohi- 
tionaiy representation g'ave a sense of controlling fate which contrasted with the 
feeling of powerlessness induced bv the military' stalemate and yviulime social 
conditions. ‘Take your destin)' into \our own hands.' a revolutionary' pamphlet 
celebrating the Russiiui Revolution declared to Leipzig yvorkers during the 
strike of April 1917. The example of the soviets encouraged radical industrial 
militants everywhere to see their local poyver as a means of pressing for peace. 
The most serious popular upheaval of the war in Italy, the insurrection in Turin 
in August 1917, was partly triggererl by a yisitmg rlelegation from the Petrograd 
Soyiet, greeted bv 40.000 T\irinese socialists and metalworkers crying, ‘Long live 
the Russian Reyolution, long live Lenin!’ Although caused bv bread shortages 
and bitter hostilit)' over industrial discipline, the Turin rising rapidly adopted the 
demand for peace. In France, yvhere the political culture of lalxnir drew on a 
broad revolutionary tradition, the Russian Revolution strengthened tire ten¬ 
dency’ for economic and political protest, including the demand for peace, to be 
expressed in revolutionarv language and imagery. ‘The Russian Revolution has 
occurred just yvhen the peoples [of Europe] are yveary of spilhng their blood to 


Celebrating the revolu¬ 
tion, 1 May 1917, on 
Winter Palace Square, 
Petrograd (ISApril, old- 
style).The mixed com¬ 
position of the popular 
movement in the major 
Russian cities in 1917 Is 
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contemporary postcard. 
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winter throughout 
Europe. 


231 




JOHN HORNE 


satisfy the appetites of the Tsar, the Kaiser, and Poincare’ declared the French 
socialist deputy and Kienthal signatory Pierre Brizon in March 1917. ‘The revo¬ 
lutionaries will impose peace, ^lich will bring the regeneration of humankind 
and abolish all frontiers.’ Even in Britain, wliere the pohtical culture of labour 
was generally anything but revolutionary, the prestige of the March (or February) 
Revolution gave a fillip to the yearning for peace. An extraordinary meeting of 
socialist opposition groups, held in Leeds in June 1917. called for the estabhsh- 
ment of‘Councils of Workers and Soldiers’ tliroughout the country. 

The centrality of peace for European socialists outside Russia in 1917 (with 
revolution important above all as a richly symbolic vocabulary for expressing 
this) was demonstrated clear^by the plan fora major socialist conference to be 
held in Stockholm. This project was the culmination of the neutral attempts to 
revive international contacts between belligerent socialists, but without the 
endorsement of the Petrograd Soviet it would never have been more than a 
blueprint. Pro-national defence socialists were rarely apologists for war but their 
commitment to the lo^c of ultimate victory made it hard for them to condemn 
the particular horror of the trench stalemate. Ej^reme revolutionaries (such as 
Lenin and tlie Zimmerwaldian left) saw the war as symptomatic of the crisis ratlrer 
than as the crisis itself It was therefore a broad coalition of pacifists, widely 
divergent on other criteria (such as reform and revolution), who generated the 
mood of hope that surrounded the planned conference and who sought to pro¬ 
vide a soci^st voice for the popular currents of war weariness in 1917. Tlie 
founding of the German USPD In April 1917—including the revisionist Bern¬ 
stein, ‘pc^e’ Kautsky, and elements of the extreme-left Spartacist movement led 
by Liebknecht and Luxemburg—epitomized tl^e political realignment forced by 
the question of peace. The same dynamic was at work elsewhere. It drew in both 
revolutionaries (hoping to use peace to win converts) and also pro-national 
defence majorities who, even if they remained sceptical of a negotiated peace, 
insisted, in a reflection of tlie deepening human misery of the war, that their own 
nation’s aims should be non-expansionist and dedicated to abolishing inter¬ 
national conflict. 

Yet the failure of Stockholm demonstrates how illusory any socialist consensus 
on peace was in 1917. In the end, the conference, which was eventually sched¬ 
uled for early September, was never held. The French and British governments 
feared that public opinion might take the allied sociahst presence to be a sign of 
weakened resolve to win the war, and they forbade their national socialist and 
Labour delegation.s to attend. But even without this, the impossibility of socialist 
agreement on the terms of a compromise settlement for ending the war doomed 
the conference in advance. The logic of conflicting national war aims remained 
too powerful. The SPD was trying to distance itself from the radical expan¬ 
sionism of the military government, but it still considered the war justified as 
one of German national defence. The British and French majorities remained 
convinced that Germany had been responsible for the war, and in part they 
wished to use Stockholm to confront the SPD with its complicity in this, thereby 
helping keep Russia, and especially the Petrt^rad Soviet, in the conflict. When 
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the conference failed to lake place, the Zimmenraldian left (predominantly Bol¬ 
sheviks and Spartacisls) met at Stockhcdin to buiy the attempted revival of the 
International and unequivocally to harness the peace movement to revolution. 

Between moral revulsion against the catastrophe of the war, with its human 
slaughter, and agreement on how to end it and thus on its political outcome, lay 
a gulf in which the Stockholm project foundered. It was the same gulf which, 
outside Russia (and perhaps Italy), prevented movements of industrial and 
popular protest with their anti-war overtones from turning into outright rejec¬ 
tion of the national war effort. Indeed, even the popular revolutionary move¬ 
ment in Russia only moved towards Ais last position with Ae failure of the final 
offensive in June 1917, in the upheaval of the July Days. As the French minority 
socialist leader and pacifist Jean Longuet commented during the German spring 
offensive in 19181 'Before such a danger... for the liberty of the world, there is 
no sociahsl, or intemationahst, who would express any oAer Aought... than 
that of resistance... in the face of the Germanic onslaught.' 

The failure of socialists to agree on peace at Stockholm in September was imme- 
Aalely followed by Ae success of the Bolsheviks m carrying out a revolution in 
October (November by the western calendar). Tlie future of Ae new regime 
was highly insecure and it took nearly three years of internal conflict, civil war, 
and repulsion of external aggressors before the November Revolution was con¬ 
firmed in power, in Ae summer of 1920. None Ae less, from Ae moment Ae 
near blooAess coup of November 1917 placed Ae Bolsheviks in control of Rus¬ 
sia’s destiny, Ae first successful socialist revolution in the world could not fail to 
exert a powerful influence on the politics of other socialist movements and on 
the image of revolution itself. 

The view of its severest detractors Aat the November Revolution was no 
more Aan a putsch Ad little Justice to the importance of the Bolsheviks as a pol¬ 
itical force. Under Ae decisive guidance of Lenin, on his return from liis Swiss 
exile in April 1917, Ae Bolsheviks, more Aan Aeir sister Marxist party Ae Men¬ 
sheviks, or the populist Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs), had managed to express 
the popular urban movements principal grievances—Ae demand for improved 
food supplies and an end to Ae war. They had also endorsed Ae upheaval of 
land seizures by peasants which, in any event, Aey were powerless to prevent. 
The Bolsheviks’ influence was reflerted in the majority position Aat they 
achieved in Ae Congress of Soviets October. But when the party leaders 
hesitantly seized power from the paralysed Provisional Government under Ker¬ 
ensky, they reshaped boA Ae revolutionary process and socialist Aeories of 
revolution. 

Most importantly, Ae Bolsheviks rapidfy implemented a one-party state. As 
a Astincl minority in the rural mass ofRussian society, Aey cancelled the classic 
process (derived from the French Revolution) ofelecting a constituent assembly 
by universal suffrage to elaborate a constitution, a process which had been set in 
train by the March Revolution. Having Aus dissociated ‘proletarian power’ 
from conventional western norms of democracy, Aey conflated Ae notion of 
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Another revolutionary, 
another revolution. Rosa 
Luxemburg (seen here 
walking in Berlin in 1914) 
rejected Lenin's 
authoritarianism but 
believed as fervently as 
he did in the 
possibilities of violent 
revolution. She paid the 
price in the brutal 
repression of the 
Spartacist uprising in 
Germany, in January 
1919. 


234 




SOCIALISM, PEACE, AND REVOLUTION 


movements still caught up in the war. Hiis was particulaify so with the former 
allies. French and British socialists in general judged the Bolsheviks harshly for 
unilaterally withdrawing from the war and allowing the Germans to launch their 
western spring offensive in 1918. Even some German socialists criticized the 
Bolsheviks for strengthening the hand of militarism and reaction in Germany. 
But there were also more principled objections. It is not surprising if these came 
above all from German socialism, since the imphcations of the Bolshevik seizure 
of power were most serious for the mainstream Marxism of the Second Inter¬ 
national of which the SPD had seen itself as the particular custodian. In an 
influential book published in mid-1918. The Dictatorship the Proletariat, Karl 
Kautsky rejected the Russian revolutionary model, arguing that any attempt to 
implement socialism before the working class formed the vast majority of so¬ 
ciety necessitated violent dictatorship and negated the democracy on which 
socialisms success, and even survival, depended. In effect. Kautsky considered 
the synthesis of liberal democracy and coDectivist socialism embraced by much 
of the SPD, and even of the breakaway USPD, to be the antithesis of Bol¬ 
shevism. In late 1918, Rosa Luxembui^, who in December was to preside over 
the conversion of the Spartacus League Into the German Communist Party 
(KPD), published a no less trenchant critique. Like Lenin a key radical of 
the pre-war younger generation that attacked the comfortable rhetoric of the 
Second International, she had long imagined the revolution as a cataclysmic 
wave of mass action, which revolutionary politics would guide, not dominate. 
She therefore criticized the Bolshevik ’dictatorship’ for stifling the creativity of 
the revolutionary process—before being killed with KaH Liebknecht in January 
1919, as her brand of more spontaneous revolutionaiy violence was brutally 
crushed by the post-war restoration of order in Germany. 

Despite such critical reactions, however, Bolshevism exerted a gravitational 
pull on the extreme left of European socialist movements, realigning it on the 
issue of revolution. The wariness of the early KPD was not matched by the rad¬ 
ical fringes of French socialism and revolutionary syndicalism, and still less by an 
Italian socialism bitterly opposed in its vast majority to the Italian war effort. 
Helped by the scarcity of news, each group codd project its own fantasy (for 
syndicalists, the general strike, for anarchists, self-governing soviets) onto a 
November Revolution that was above all an idealized image. 

Yet for the bulk of central and western European socialists, peace not revolu¬ 
tion remained the defining issue while the war lasted. The Stocldiolm fiasco had 
ended any serious hope of short-circuiting the bloody conflict by sociahst con¬ 
sensus and diplomacy. But this only made it more important than ever to ensure 
that the true meaning and outcome of the war should be the impossibility of 
such a conflict ever recurring. ‘Never again’ was no post-war rationalization but 
a call which came from the war itself. This in turn meant directing the moral 
thrust of wartime pacifism and of socialist patriotism alike into the project of 
creating a new world order, to ensure that ‘the war to end all war’ became a 
reality. The ideas of liberal internationalism—universal disarmament, arbitra¬ 
tion, and a League of Nations—had already surfaced in die Second International 
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The founders’ approval. 
Lenin speaking at the 
unveiling of a temporary 
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Engels In Revolution 
Square, Moscow, 

7 November 1918. Very 
different kinds of 
revolutionary claimed 
to be the only true 
interpreters of Marxist 
doctrine. 



before the war. But now they acquired a totemic status, uniting the Irroad centre 
ground, both programmaticaUy and througli the outpouring of socialist and 
popular support for a ‘democratic’ peace settlement. This \ision was expressed 
most influentially by the American president, Woodrow Wlson. Wilson briefly 
acquiretl an iconic status, as shown bv his welcome from British and French 
Labour and socialist leaders when he arrived in Europe in Decemlier 1918. In 
the final year of the conflict, ‘Wil.sonism’ was undoubtedly more influential than 
‘Leninism’ among European socialists. Not surprisingly, given its length and 
human cost, the war fostered eschatological beliefs in a transcendent future, not 
onl\’ among socialists but more wide!)'. Belief in world peace, even more than 
world res’olution, seemed to many the only ideal capable of redeeming the 
horror of the conflict. 
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Peace did not remake the world. Socialist parties everywhere condemned the 
peace treaties and the League of Nations as a travesty of their wartime hopes. 
The aftermath of war brought crises of transition in various defeated or newly 
founded states. In Germany, the revolution of November 1918 swept away a 
monarchy discredited by defeat, but was itself polari^d between a socially 
reforming liberal democracy and a radical socialist minority. The former only 
managed to suppress the latter with the aid of militarized elements of the old 
regime, compromising the future Weimar Republic from the outset. But by 
1920 the waves of radicalism were receding everywhere. Communist Russia, 
though isolated, exerted an even stronger influence on the image and politics of 
revolution. Socialist criticisms of Bolshevism intensified accordingly, until the 
divergences fragmented the International between a Communist Third Inter¬ 
national (founded in igig) and two Socialist Internationals, which eventually 
amalgamated. 

The events of 1914 had exploded the political culture of the Second Inter¬ 
national. But the long process of disintegration was shaped by tlie experience of 
the war, including the changing significance of peace and revolution. The Bol¬ 
sheviks derived tlieir revolutionary credentials in part from the claim that tliey 
had consistently rejected the war, and their founding mythology included a de¬ 
monized history of the war and the ‘treason’ of the pro-war socialists. Pacifism, 
as a moral discourse, continued to serve the revolutionary purposes of post-war 
communism, until the threat from fascism changed attitudes to war in the 1930s. 
Reformist socialists, by contrast, considered Bolshevik authoritarianism part of 
the more brutal world the war had created. Their own gradualist paths to 
post-war socialism excluded the chaos of llie November Revolution. With the 
conflict between national defence and pacifism now resolved, democratic world 
peace became central to what in effect was a reformulation of the humanist 
values of pre-war socialism. This was a process which helped reconcile reform¬ 
ists with some of the non-communist currents of revolutionary socialism which 
flourished immediately after the war. Long after it was over, tl\e war continued 
to redefine the division of socialism which it had occasioned. 


Conclusion 
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The Entry of the 
USA into the War 
and its Effects 



DAVIDTRASK 


The decision 
to Bght 


T he United States intervened in the Great \Viir with reluctance, and largely 
unprepared to engage powerful European armies. President Woodrow 
Wilson trietl to avoid belligerency, instead attempting to mediate the c-on- 
flict, itself a striking departure from the historic policy of isolation. When finally 
he joined the allies he did so, so that he could dictate the post-war settlement to 
all the other warring nations. 

The declaration of war (6 April 1917) was the culmination of long-term for¬ 
eign policy trends that gradually aligned the nation with the countries opposed 
to the Central Powers. For the pre-war generation a certain Anglo-American 
entente had come into being and at the same time a less evident CJerman— 
American antagonism. The.se political changes reflected the shifting interests 
of the republic as the nation became a great power and as the international 
equilibrium came entirely apart. Like Great Britain and other insular nations 
the USA had a vital interest in preventing hegemonic enterprises by any land 
power in Eurasia. The agglomeration of power that might result if one nation 
gained control of all or a great part of Eura.sia could pose desperate security 
problems for the New World in general and North America in particular. 
If such a catastrophe took place, the civilization associated with American 
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government—of, by, and for the people—might come to an end, contrary to 
the traditional assumption that democracy on the Yankee model would even¬ 
tually spread throughout the world. 

Events during the period of American neutrality (August 1914—April 1917) 
vastly accelerated the nation’s instinctive preference for the Entente powers, 
the anti-hegemonic coahtion. The undersea warfare of Germany against non- 
combatant and neutral commerce on the hi^ seas came to symbolize the aggres¬ 
sion of the Central Powers. On 1 February 1917, when this naval campaign 
blossomed fully into unrestricted submarine \rarfare, a violation of traditional 
neutral rights, pubUc opinion grudpn^y became convinced that the USA must 
assist the Entente. 

Wilson deplored this necessity: he hesitated for two months before asking 
Congress to declare war. He had spent over two years in an extensive effort to 
make himself tlie mediator between die opposed coalitions, hoping that the 
war would end without requiring American belligerency. This attempt failed 
because during 1915-16 neither the Entente nations nor the Central Powers 
were prepared to accept mediation. On the contrary: as the war progressed, 
the stakes were increased manyfold, and both sides committed themselves to 
total victory. 

Wilson’s attempt to arrange US mediation, initially a secret diplomatic initia¬ 
tive, became public in December 1916, when he asked the belligerents to state 
their war aims as a basis for making a negotiated peace. Neither coalition 
responded satisfactorily. The German answer, unrestricted submarine warfare, 
bespoke defiance of American wishes. Wilson now faced an insoluble dilemma. 
He must choose between intervention on behalf of the Entente or reversion to 
passive neutrality. 

Wilson chose intervention. It was the only way to force international accept¬ 
ance of an extraordinary new world order. For Wilson sought not simply to 
mediate; he had in mind an ambitious international programme for the future. 
This Wilsonian grand design reflected the nation’s Interest in a stable inter¬ 
national setting and also progressive elements of its ideology, especially the demo¬ 
cratic values reflected in anti-militarism and anti-imperialism. Wilson detected 
fatal defects in both coalitions. The choice of which side to Join reflected the 
nation’s natural opposition to expansionist powers in Eurasia. At the war’s end 
he hoped to constrain the allies as well as die Central Powers in so far as their 
behaviour violated fundamental aspects of his agenda for the future. 

Wilsons preferred solution rested on two piUars, an equitable territorial 
setdement based on national self-determination and a league of nations built on 
collective security. The league would have a council devoted to peace-keeping in 
which the great powers, including the USA, would predominate. It would also 
sponsor all manner of international reforms through various agencies that 
reflected die nation s vision of a peaceful and prosperous future for all peoples. 
This programme ignored the ‘secret treaties’ to vdiich die allies had bound 
themselves. These confidential agreements dealt ertensively with post-war ter¬ 
ritorial arrangements, often without regard for national self-determination. 
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America at sea 



W'il.'von was no pacifist, although he .sought to explore all options short of war 
before c-ondoning armed intervention. His decision to fight stemmed from his 
conviction that only a peace settlement like that he described publicly in his 
greatest oration, the ‘peace without victory’ pronouncement of 22 January 1917, 
could suffice to restore stability and opportunity for all, including peoples in 
Africa and Asia dominated by various European powers. The memliers of the 
Entente were imperialist powers. Thus Wilson meant to reform the allied coali¬ 
tion as well as the enemy camp, reflecting the ancient American notion of a 
Manichaean division between tlie decadent Old World and the pristine New 
W'orld. The New World would retleem the Old. 

The difficulty was insufficient military’ and naval strength. The USA was 
unprepared for a major conflict because Wilson did not anticipate belligerency. 
His mind was fixed on mediation. Bv 1916 he recognized that his failure to 
force mediation stemmed in part from the lack of powerful armed forces. He 
needed sufficient strength to support his ambitious diplomacy. At this juncture 
he became a convert to ‘preparedness’. Congressional legislation in 1916 pro¬ 
vided for ‘a navy second to none’ and much-improved land forces, but the 
intervention came before this dramatic change in national security policy could 
have an effect. 

How could the USA assist its new ‘associates’? (Wilson never used the tenn 
allies’, honouring the national abhorrence of entangling alliances.) It could 
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extend loans to provide much-needed supplies for the home fronts and the 
armed forces of the Entente. It could also make an immediate naval contribu¬ 
tion because a considerable number of vessels were ready for Motion. The rub 
came elsewhere. The army consisted of a mere 130,000 regulars and a reserve 
of 70,000 national guardsmen. General P^^n C. March aptly described 
the situation. This force had ‘no practical military value as far as the fighting 
in France was concerned; it was scarcely enough to form a police force for 
[domestic] emergencies’. 

The German leadership endorsed unrestricted submarine warfare, knowing 
that it would probably lead to American intervention. They assumed tliat the 
USA could not mount a significant effort before the Entente powers would be 
forced to capitulate. Berlin adopted a radical maritime strategy, under-sea inter¬ 
diction of maritime commerce, because they decided that their army could not 
force a decision in France, although Germany had all but defeated Russia. It 
would now stand on the defensive until Ae navy won Ae war. 

For Ae moment Wilson avoided Ascussions of post-war arrangements wiA 
the allies, knowing Aat such exchanges might stimulate distrust. He planned to 
resume his Aplomatic campaign for self-determination, collective security, and 
international reforms ailer the USA had made a significant contribution to Ae 
allied cause. To Colonel Edward M. House, his closest adviser, he wrote; 'Eng¬ 
land and France have not the satne views with regard to peace that we have by 
any means... When Ae war is over we can force them to our way of thinking 
because by that time they will, among other things, be financially in our hands: 
but we cannot force Aem now, and any attempt to speak for them or to our 
common mind would bring on Asagreements which would inevitably come to 
the surface and rob Ae whole Aing of its effect.’ 

The United States made fundamental decisions during Ae early months of 
intervention Aat guided its war effort Aereafter. Means of sustaining the finan¬ 
cial positions of Great Britain and France were agreed upon. Also it was decided 
to accept Ae naval strategy of the allies, wAich stressed containment of Ae 
German surface fleet and an economic blockade of the Central Powers. The 
U-boat offensive endangered these objectives. 

The prime immeAate necessity was the dispatch of American anti¬ 
submarine craft, especially destroyers, to help contain Ae undersea threat. 
After brief hesitation the USA suspended Ae huge naval building pro¬ 
gramme of 1916 that had been intended to create a ‘balanced fleet’ capable 
of attaining command of the sea accorAog to the specifications of the naval 
propagandist Alfred Thayer Mahan. Dire necessity forced a distasteful 
naval strategy. Instead of capital ships US shipyards would construct anti¬ 
submarine vessels and also merchant ships. A squadron of six destroyers 
was immediately sent to Queenstown, Ireland, where it conducted oper¬ 
ations commanded by a British admiral. OAers were sent when they became 
available. One squadron of American coal-burning battleships joined the 
British Grand Fleet in 1918, the only significant departure from the emphasis 
on anti-submarine warfare. 
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The US army 


Admiral William S. Sims, who wras disjratched to London, strongly supported 
the British plea for anti-submarine reinforcements. Although Sims’s endorse¬ 
ment of British views raised hackles in the Navy Department, where the ancient 
dislike of the Royal Navy still lingered, his recommendations generally gained 
approval. There was no alternative, although the chief of naval operations, 
Admiral William S. Benson, and others were loath to postpone construction of a 
Mahanian fleet, arguing that post-war conditions would require a powerful navy 
capable of operations against any Eurasian fleet, including those of Britain and 
Japan. If necessary, the building programme could be resumed later. 

Some controversies marred generally successful naval co-operation. The 
Navy Department persisted in its view that the coalition should take ‘offensive’ 
action against submarines and submarine bases. Convoy appeared to be a defen¬ 
sive tactic. This attitude eventually produced widespread American support for 
mining operations in choke points through which submarines must manoeuvre 
to reach the open sea. Such a location lay between Norway and Scotland. In 
1918 the USA spearheaded massive mining to close tliis exit from the North Sea. 
Like other such efforts in the Strait of Dover and the Strait of Otranto, this 
measure failed. The convoy system decided the undersea war, containing tlie 
U-boats sufficiently to preserve necessary communications. 

Another maritime dispute arose in 1918, when the USA began to dispatch 
many troop transports to Europe. The British did not want to weaken escorts for 
convoys of merchant ships. The Americans naturally wished to provide extensive 
protection for their men. Fortunately the coalition maintained enough vessels to 
escort both merchant ships and troop transports. No loaded American transport 
was sunk en route to Europe. Altliough the loss of merchant tonnage continued 
throughout 1918, the volume decreased significantly. 

Land strategy posed many problems because the army was so small. How would 
the nation mobilize its army? Wliere would It serve? How would it be employed? 
One possible means of sending manpower quicldy to the battlefield would be to 
send combat troths formed In regiments or divisions to operate under experi¬ 
enced Entente staffs and commands, using the allied logistical system to main¬ 
tain these ‘amalgamated’ units. The USA consistently opposed proposals to send 
Americans to ‘secondary theatres' such as Salonika and Palestine. US prepar¬ 
ations presumed a ’western strategy’; the War Department never deviated from 
the view that ccmcentration for victory in France would decide the war most 
efficiendy. 

Allied missions sent to advise the USA broached die possibility of amalgam¬ 
ation on the western front, but it was immediately rejected. It would constitute 
an affront to national pride, and die military would naturally oppose it, prefer¬ 
ring to serve under its own flag. There was also a cogent political consideration; 
amalgamation mi^l undermine support for Wilsonian diplomatic initiatives 
after the war. 

Instead of using its manpower to replenish French and British formations, die 
USA decided to mobilize a huge independent army, fighting under its own flag. 
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coninmnclecl iincl stuffed by its o\mi officers, supplied tliroiigli a separate logistical 
organization, and employed in its own sector of the western front, \\^^en formed, 
this army would strike a tlecishe blow and under\sTite post-war political goals. 
General John J. Pershing was sent to France with this approach in mind, and the 
War Department lent unde\ialing support. Secretary’ of \\ar Newton D. Baker 
voic-ed the most important consideration: ‘It was necessars’ at all times to pre.serve 
the independence and identits' of the American forces so that they could ne\ er be 
anytliing but an instniment of the poLcy of the United States.’ 

Pershing enjoyed a degree of autonomy from cKilian interference rarely 
achieved in militaiy history. His influence was .so considerable that the W’ar 
Department came to see itself as an extension of the generals staff in France, 
whence came extensive guidance for the mobilization. General Tasker H. Bliss, 
the amw’s chief of staff until 1918, saw his role as ‘Assistant Chief of Staff to the 
Chief of Staff of the AEF’ (American Expeditionary Forces). Bliss’s suc“cessor, 
GenenJ Peyton C. March, attempted to regain control of theatre forces, but 
Pershing presersed much of his influence. Nesertheless tire president kept 
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Wilson and 
Bolshevism 


control of policy, ensuring that professional military decisions were consistent 
with his larger political objectives. Command arrangements did not threaten 
civilian control because Pershing did not choose to influence basic policy and 
strategy. He concentrated on training and operations, emphasizing from first to 
last the creation cd an independent army. 

The decision to mobilize a hu^ ind^>endent army entailed considerable risk. 
Such a force could not conduct extensive operations until 1919, and perhaps 
even 1920. The American approach meant that the allies must hold without 
appreciable military assistance until the AEF had been fully recruited, equipped, 
trained, and transported to die western front. Given the extraordinary demands 
of the conflict, no one could be certain in 1917 that the allies could resist long 
enough to benefit from American combat operations. Wilsons patent idealism 
did not mean that he was incapable of expediency as a means to his ends. 

The mobilization of the army proceeded rapidly if chaotically during 1917. 
The administration adopted conscription, enhancing the efficiency of the 
build-up and its equity. Local dignitaries served on draft boards, a means of 
legitimizing the process. Training cantonments were hastily erected, and 
industry converted to the production of equipment and supplies. Nevertheless 
only four divisions were sent to France in 1917. and none was as yet prepared 
for full-scale combat. 

The mobilization surpassed all previous efforts, but the nation did not imme¬ 
diately adopt the extensive institutional changes made in Europe to wage total 
warfare. The cautious Wllsonians sought to make the necessary effort with min¬ 
imal violence to existing methods. The establishment of an effective War Indus¬ 
tries Board to rationali^ procurement did not occur until igiS, and essential 
administrative structures were only slowly developed in the War and Navy 
Departments. Consequently the USA did not make the fullest possible use of 
governmental authority. The USA entered the desperate year of 1918 with much 
to do before its army could take tlte field. 

A series of disasters befell the western coalition in 1917, among them tlie 
U-boat depredations, the failure of French and British offensives in France, the 
defeat of Russia, the Bolshevik revolution, and the Italian debacle at Caporetto. 
These blows forced the western coalition to adopt unprecedented measures of 
inter-allied co-operation. A Paris conference in December 1917 created the 
Supreme War Council to provide overall political-military direction. A Naval War 
Council was also founded to co-ordinate naval activity. Otlier inter-allied organs 
were set up to deal with shipping, production, finance, and land transport. 

The USA was strongly supportive of these changes provided nothing was done 
to interfere willi Wilsons post-\rar plans. To avoid entanglements that might 
limit the nation’s freedom of action, Wilson did not send a political delegate to 
the Supreme War Council. Nevertheless he appointed General Bliss to the 
Council’s advisory group of Permanent Military Representatives to press for 
needed military co-ordination, particularly unity of command. Wilson proved 
reluctant to support initiatives of the Supreme War Council that he deemed 
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unsound or threatening to his post-war intentions. For example, he consistently 
opposed allied schemes intended to destabilize the new Bokhevik regime in 
Russia. He decried efforts to disrupt Lenin’s government, but not because he 
was pro-Bolshevik. Wilson deemed such measures violations of national sover¬ 
eignty. He assumed that the defeat of the Central Powers would undermine the 
Russian radicals, and he opposed major military commitments elsewhere than 
on the western front. In July 1918, responding to extreme pressure, he grudg¬ 
ingly condoned strictly limited expeditions to north Russia and eastern Siberia 
to protect supplies stockpUed at Murmansk, Archangel, and Vladivostok and to 
help e:q)edite the rescue of captive Czech scddiers. 

Responding to the Bolshevik challenge and recognizing the enlarged American 
role in the war, Wilson eventually broke his silence on war aims. On 8 January 
1918 he announced his Fourteen Points in a message to Congress, a unilateral 
pronouncement made without consultations with the allies. Similar statements 
were issued in February, July, and September, so that the eventual American 
programme contained twenty-seven distinct points, by far the most detailed 
public exposition of post-war political objectives made during the war. The prin¬ 
cipal goals remained constant: lie defined an equitable territorial settlement 
based on self-determination and a system of international organization based on 
collective security. Wilson acted because he recognized that the allies were now 
dependent upon the USA and were in no position to protest. For the moment 
he made no attempt to gain inter-allied endorsement of Iris peace plans, recog¬ 
nizing that his bargaining power would continue to strengthen. In this manner 
the USA gave public notice of its broad intent to both belligerent coalitions 
without prejudicing its relations with the allies. Wilson hoped that his moder¬ 
ation and ingenuity would stimulate international support for the Fourteen 
Points and associated statements after the war. 

Early in 1918 the German duumvirate of Ludendorff and Hindenburg realized VS troops in 
that unrestricted submarine warfare had failed, and they also recognized that France 
they must force a decision before the American reinforcements altered the bal¬ 
ance of forces in France. The re.sult was a decision to achieve a breakthrough on 
the western front intended to crush the French and British armies and thereby 
end the war before American troops appeared in great numbers. 

When the German army launched the first of tiieir five powerful offensives on 
21 March 1918 only 300,000 American trot^ had arrived in Europe. Tlie new 
German strategy forced the allied and associated powers to set up a unified com¬ 
mand under the French general Ferdinand Foch to improve co-ordination 
between the several armies in France, induxling the Belgian army and the nas¬ 
cent American army, a move which the USA strongly support^!. The German 
offensives also forced the USA to modify its effort to field an independent army. 

The patent need for manpower in France revived interest in tlie temporary 
amalgamation of American combat troths by small units into the allied armies, 
at least for training and also forhmited combat closure. It would allow the AEF 
to help thwart the German offensives wdiile continuing to build an independent 
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army. Pershing was loath to pennil amalgamation in any form, fearing that it 
woulddelay development of a distinict American army. The result was that while 
American divisions began to arrive in increasing numbers in France (800,000 
men during May-July 1918), for the most part they were assigned to quiet 
sectors for training. This measure made experienced allied troops available to 
bolster the defence. The allies carried the brunt of the German offensives, 
although some of the most e^erienced American divisions lent useful assist¬ 
ance, notably during the fourdi German offensive in June and the brief final 
offensive in mid-July. 

Pershing's resistance to amalgamation, which he condoned only for brief 
periods in return for additional shipping from the allies, earned liim broad 
unpopularity. Unlike Sims, who maintained excellent relations with the allies 
without undermining his nations interests, the self-righteous and overbearing 
Persliing alienated the military and political leadership of the Entente, espe¬ 
cially Premier Geoi^es Clemenceau of France, by adopting an unduly rigid 
interpretation of his mandate to create an independent army. 

A compromise that would have permitted temporary amalgamation of more 
American divisions, especially for training, might have hastened American pre¬ 
parations for separate operations, although Pershing remained convinced that 
such concessions were designed to Interfere with his plans. He feared that allied 
generals would exhaust American divisions, leaving t]:iem unfit for independent 
actions. General Bliss at tire Supreme War Council was inclined to agree with 
the allies, although he supported Pershing loyaUy. Tensions eased somewhat 
during the summer, when the German attack was finally stemmed and General 
Bliss assumed much of Pershing’s role as military intermediary with the allies. 
Moreover, Pershing gained the authority to form the US 1st Army and to con¬ 
duct independent operations beginning in September. This force would be far 
from self-sufficient, lacking sufficient artiUery, armour, air, and logistical sup¬ 
port, vdiich the allies had to supply. It was the price paid to encourage extensive 
American combat operations. 

Foch devised a plan for offensive operations beginning in July that would unroll 
in two phases during the remainder of 1918. First there would be a series of 
limited offensives intended to eliminate various salients along the western front, a 
means of assuring efficient mobility. Such enterprises would strengthen the morale 
of the French army, stiD not fulfy recovered from the defeats and mutinies of 1917. 
It would help prepare the British and American forces for a second phase of the 
1918 campaign, a general offensive designed to expel the Germans from their 
conquests in Belgium and France and assure a decision in 1919. 

Foch’s series of fimited offensives proved uniformly successful. The British 
army acliieved a significant bieakthrougli at Amiens in August. It forced Ger¬ 
many to consider ending the stni ^ le. Meanwhile, French troops, assisted by 
several American divisions, made important gains in the Oise—Aisne—Marne 
region. The US 1st Army conducted the last of the limited offensives in Sep¬ 
tember, reducing the Saint-Mihiel salient in Lorraine where Pershing’s staff had 
always planned to undertake major c^rations. 
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The 1st Army’s attack on the Saint-Mihiel salient took plac'e on 12-16 Sep¬ 
tember. The (>erman anny had occupied this position since 1915, but, rectig- 
nizing its viilneraliilih; the German command planned to withdraw from it to 
strong defensive positions along its base. The American attack hastened and 
confused the withdrawal, leading to the jest that the Americans had relieved the 
CJermans in the salient. Although Persliing hailed the operation, \ictorv obscured 
some painful realities, especially the inexperience of commanders and staffs. 
The reduction of the Saint-Mihiel Siilient bv no means pros ed that the 1st Anny 
could overcome determined defenders. 

The American triumph completetl Foch’s preparations for a general counter¬ 
offensive, which was launched late in Septemlier. Unlike Clemenceau, Foch was 
prepared to propitiate Pershing sufBciently to ensure American assistance. 
From the beginning of his mis.sion in France, Pershing had planned to conduct 
his first major offensive in Lorraine eastward tow'ards the fortified citv of Metz. 


Gunners at the AEF are 
shown firing a 37-mm 
gun on the western 
front.The late entry of 
the United States into 
the war forced the US 
Army to rely heavily on 
France and Britain for 
weapons and munitions 
during 1918. 
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Facing'. Soldiers o1 the 
AEF make use of a 
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and radios became 
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to improve command 
and control In battles 
dominated by 
extraordinary firepower. 


His staff believed diat die capture of Metz would interdict German communi¬ 
cations, allowing the independent American army to impose a decision. He con¬ 
structed his services of and training facilities to support tliis ambitious 

operation. Pershing failed to recognize that the seizure of Metz would not close 
an alternative route some distance east of the city. Foch, on the other hand, 
planned to breach the Hindenburg line, which protected the railroads used to 
supply tire German front line. His objective was the railway section between 
Maubeuge-Aulnoye to the north and Mezieres-Sedan to the south; success 
here would enable the allies to interdict essential communications between 
Lille and Strasbourg and necessitate a German withdrawal to at least the line 
Antwerp—Meuse. Foch therefore ordered an American attack northward as part 
of a co-ordinated drive to the Aulnt^e—Mezi^res district. The ist Army would 
make an important contribution but share victory with the allied armies. 

Marshal Foch s co-ordinated thrust succeeded immediately. The British strike 
eastward in Picardy toward Saint-Quentin, Cambrai, and beyond broke through 
the Hindenburg line and exposed the Aulnoye-Maubeuge area. Several 
American divisions served effectively with the British 4th Army, an indication 
that temporary amalgamation was feasible. Tliis victory finally broke the German 
leadership. 

The American 1st Army did not make gains at all comparable with those of 
the British or even the French. Persliings massive attack beginning on 26 Sep¬ 
tember between the Argonne forest and the river Meuse with fifteen divisions, 
equal to thirty European divisions, in concert with tlie French 4tli Army of 
twenty-two divisions driving northward to the west of the Argonne forest, took 
place on a front of 44 miles. The strong German position between the Argonne 
and the Meuse was initially manned by only five divisions at perhaps a third of 
their normal size. Elevations west and east of the Meuse provided exceUent 
locations for artillery and machine guns. Pershing’s frontal movement across dif¬ 
ficult terrain was supposed to over%^elm several fortified lines quickly and open 
the way to the Mezi^res-Sedan area. The ist Army relied upon surprise to gain 
its objective, the line Grandpr6-Dun-sur-Meuse, a means of compensating for 
its inexperience. 

At first the attack of 26 September went w«ll, but, after reaching the second 
line of enemy fortifications, the 1st Army became bogged down. It had failed to 
achieve surprise, and German reinforcements quickly arrived. Only two inad¬ 
equate roads provided access to llie front, which led to huge traffic jams. Infantry 
movements, artillery relocation, and logistical support became exceedingly diffi¬ 
cult. During October the 1st Army made little further progress but suffered 
heavy losses. At the armistice about 120,000 of the i.z million troops engaged 
had become casualties, of whom 25,000 were killed. 

Pershing claimed that his operations pinned down German units that other¬ 
wise would have reinforced beleaguered German forces elsewhere, but this 
accomplishment was far from the decisive victory tliat had been envisaged 
earlier. As Haig and others had feared, inexperienced commanders and staffs 
proved inefficient, and the tactics of ‘open warfare’, which Pershing insisted 
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upon, were inappropriate in die area under attack. The vastly out-numbered 
defenders poured murderous fire on advancing waves of massed infantry. The 
outcome amounted to a severe check if not defeat while the allies achieved vic¬ 
tory elsewhere. 

On lo October, Pershing made Major General Hunter Liggett the commander 
of the ist Army and formed the US 2nd Army under Major General Robert Bul¬ 
lard. The and Army was ordered lo prepare for an attack eastward, an indication 
of continuing interest in Metz. Pershing became commander of the American 
group of armies. Liggett spent several weeks retraining his shattered divisions, 
finally introducing tactics that had proven effective elsewhere on the western 
front. These measures benefited the 1st Army in later operations north toward 
Sedan. 

The discoura^ng Meuse—Argonne campaign did not prevent President 
Wilson from exploiting the German desire to seek peace. The new chancellor. 
Prince Max of Baden, recognized that the American peace plan was much less 
devastating than that of the allies. Accordin^y he sent a note to Wilson, received 
on 6 October, proposing peace negotiations based on the Fourteen Points and 
related statements. Wilson’s response of 8 October led to further bilateral 
exchanges between Washington and Berlin that culminated on 27 October, 
when Prince Max accepted Wilsons requirements. Throughout this period 
Wilson did not consult the allies, who manifested considerable irritation. There 


remained a final step, an inter-allied conference in Paris to decide whether the 
suspicious Entente powers would accept this arrangement. 

On 1 November, Foch launched another general offensive, seeking to com¬ 
plete the movements that had begun on 26 September. The stricken German 
army had no alternative but to retreat. At last the US 1st Army breached the 
fortifications between the Meuse and the Argonne. and participated in the thrust 
that soon interdicted the enemy’s rail communications and completed Foch’s 
planned operations. Pershing still dreamed of the Metz offensive, but he never 
gained an opportunity to launch it. By the armistice of 11 November the Ameri¬ 
cans had advanced 34 miles and occupied 580 square miles, a real but modest 
gain compared witli those of the allies. 

Meanwhile Colonel House, representing Wilson, participated in the inter¬ 
allied discussion of the American deal with Germany. Although various disputes 
arose, particularly over the US demand for freedom of the seas and the French 
desire for indemnity, Wilson forced the frustrated allies to accept almost all of 
his grand design. The Germans were dien required to sign terms of armistice 
that guaranteed against resumption of hostdities. 

Although the US army never attained the decisive victory envisaged for it, the 
overall American reinforcement provided tlie margin of victory. The AEF fought 
bravely for the most part, but it never matured into an effective independent 
force. Ironically some of the best combat service came from American divisions 
temporarily assigned to allied forces, especially those attached to the F rench 6th 
and 10th armies during the Aisne—Marne offensive of July—August 1918 and to 
the British 4th Army during the decisive British operations in Picardy during 
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September—November. The war ended before American commanders and staffs 
could attain full proficiency, adjusting their training methods and tactics to meet 
the demands of the western front. Pershing’s flaws as a commander mirrored 
those of many European officers who learned earlier from bitter experience the 
best available means of fighting a modem war. He benefited from the changes in 
command during October that placed his most competent generals in command 
of the ist and 2nd Annies. 

President Wilson dominated the post-war peace negotiations. Although 
forced to compromise on various issues, he obtained the consent of the allies 
to territorial arrangements that generally respected self-determination and 
allowed the creation of a league of nations system that would keep the peace 
and sponsor healing international reforms. The miscarriage of the Wilsonian 
peace during the inter-war years stemmed from the refusal of the president’s 
countrymen to accept international leadership. The peace settlement could 
not work without energetic American support. Wilsonian principles eventually 
triumphed, but not until the world had suffered through the Second World 
War and then the long Cold War that endured until almost the end of the cen¬ 
tury. These struggles to prevent German and then Russian hegemony in Eur¬ 
asia were extensions of the imbalance that existed in 1914 and whose repair 
failed between 1918 and 1939. 
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German defences 
prepared 
1916-1917 

tive expedition’ agiiinst Ital\’ liad foundered along the Isonzo river, and in the 
ea.st CJeneral A. A. Bni.silov’s breakthrough offensive at Lutsk had shattered the 
old imperial iunl royal army. War industries were short of every kind of raw iuid 
war materials. Stiir\ation ravage<l Vienna and other urban centres. Footl riots 
and industrial strikes were on the rise. 

In Germanv, General Erich von Falkenhayii hatl yielded at the general staff 
to Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and C>eneral Erich Lndendorff after 
the twin debacles {800.000 casualties) of \'enlun and the Somme. The new men 
opted for a long-term 'strategy of annihilation’ to bring the war to a victorioiLS con¬ 
clusion. For 1917, they adopted a defensive postme: to withdraw from advancetl 
salients such as the ‘Ancre knee’ between Arras and Soissons in France; to 
constnict massive defensive fortifications soon to be known as the Siegfried 
(or Hindenburg) hue; to retrain the army along the lines of Captain Willy Rohr’s 
storm battahons; and to break Britain’s ‘hunger blockade’ by renewing unre¬ 
stricted submarine w'arfare. The ‘turnip winter’ of 1916-17 left the home front 


P rospects for the Central Powers were bleak at the end of 1916. Kaiser Franz 
Joseph of Austria-Hungary had died in Novemlier and little was known of 
his successor. Kaiser Karl. General Franz Conrad von HfitzendoiTs ‘ 
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demoralized and on the point of starving. Still, Hindenburg and Ludendorff 
sought to gear both industry and nation for ‘total war’ by 1917—18. 

Operation ‘Alberich’ became the wars greatest feat of en^neering. An army 
of half a million German reservists and civilians as well as Russian prisoners of 
war laboured for four months to create five separate concrete and steel rein¬ 
forced defensive positions along the line Arras—Laon. Ludendorff, remem¬ 
bering the Russian 'scorched-earth’ policy in Poland in 1915, laid waste all 
abandoned territory so that the alhes would ‘find a totally barren land, in 
which their manoeuvrability was to be critically impaired’. Cities and villages 
witliin 10 miles of the Siegfried line were destroyed- All war materials were 
removed. Trees were felled, streets mined, and wells poisoned. With one bold 
stroke Ludendorff surrendered about 1,000 square miles of land won at the 
cost of tens of thousands of soldiers over the past three years. Perhaps the 
brilliant masterpiece in LudendorfTs art of operations, ‘Alberich’ shortened 
the German front by nearly 30 miles and thus released ten divisions and fifty 
artillery batteries. 

Ludendorff next reorganized existing formations. 'The division, already ele¬ 
vated to semi-independent status, was given control over its artillery and divided 
into three regiments of three battalions each. Each division was equipped with 
54 heavy and 108 light machine guns. Four of the Reich’s eleven cavalry divi¬ 
sions were dismounted. 

Doctrine also was revised. On 1 December 1916 Captain Hermann Geyer 
drafted the Principles of Command for the Defensive Battle in Position Warfare. 
Designed to ‘husband one’s own forces’ while allowing the enemy ‘to exhaust 
himself and to bleed' heavily, the Principles featured not soldiers but ‘prepon¬ 
derantly macliines (artillery, trench mortars, machine guns, etc.)’. Defences 
were to be constructed ‘in depth’—that is, with a killing zone consisting of at 
least three lines between 6 and 8 miles deep. “The ‘defence In depth’ received 
‘elasticity’ in so far as the outpost zone was to be tliinly manned and to ‘evade’ 
the main assault, which would then expend Itself in the battle zone dominated 
by machine guns with interlocking zones of fire. Small groups of combined-arms 
units in the rear zone would recapture lost territory. Artillery sited on reverse 
slopes and directed by aerial spotters would initially engage hostile artillery, and 
thereafter enemy infantry (now beyond the range of their own guns). 

Ludendorff next turned his attention to training udiat Ernst Junger called the 
new ‘workers of war’. One-month long instruction courses in Ge)«r’s Principles 
were introduced for all company and battalion commanders; special ‘war schools’ 
for the best and brightest staff officers followed at Solesmes, Valenciennes, and 
Sedan; and nine artillery schools were created \iy Ludendorff to train his artifi¬ 
cers to lay down Golonel Georg Bruchmuller's rolling baiic^es (‘steel wind’) to 
cover the infantry’s advance. By January 1917 four- and then six-week courses 
were introduced to train soldiers in the ways of Bohr’s storm battalions. Atypical 
Sturmbataillon , led by a captain and four lieutenants, consisted of 24 light machine 
guns, 8 trench mortars, 8 light mortars, 8 fiame-throwers, 4 light artillery pieces, 
heavy machine guns, hand grenades, and a signal horn. 
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The new workers of war: 
Captain Willy Rohr's 
stormtroopers in fuii 
gear. Armed with 
machine guns, trench 
mortars, flame-throwers, 
and hand grenades, the 
Sturmbataillon was to 
infiltrate allied lines 
quickly and deeply; new 
units were to ieapfrog 
ahead of exhausted 
ones to maintain 
continuous momentum. 



In terms of material, LiitlendorfT by way of the ‘Hindenbnrg programme’ 
instnicted the Pnis.siim War Mimstr\' to double the output of ammunition ajid 
trench mortars luid to triple that of artiller%’ and machine guns—measures actu¬ 
ally already enacted by the Pnissian War Ministry. ‘Men—as well as horses— 
must be replacetl more and more bv macliines.’ An Auxihary Service Law sought 
to mobilize all males between tire ages of lyandSo andto bring females into the 
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industrial labour pool. A special War Office was created under General Wilhelm 
Groener to oversee this attempt at ‘total \rar’. Groener estimated that produc¬ 
tion rose only 6o per cent. Shortages of rolling stock and coal as well as rail yards 
and bridges proved bottlenecks to enhanced production, as did the severely 
strained transportation system. Nor did Hindenbuig’s wish to see urban youths 
and women enrolled in labour battalions reach fruition. But Ludendorff and his 
minions at least faced up to what the German army had avoided before 1914; 
that modern industrialized wars fought by millions of combatants and fuelled by 
the labour of millions of industrial workers could not be fought with the organ¬ 
izations and tools of the Napoleonic era. 

For most of 1917, then, the German army braced itself against eicpected and 
concerted allied attacks, as outlined in the Chantilly conference in the winter 
of 1916. In the west, Anglo-French assaults ran up against the Siegfried line. 
On 16 April 1917 General Robert Nivelle unleashed a massive French assault 
against the gigantic German salient that stretched from Arras souUiward to Sois- 
sons and then eastward to Reims. But the Germans had abandoned the salient 
as part of Operation 'Alberich' and. secure beliind the concrete and steel forts 
and blockhouses of the Siegfried line, they blunted NIvelle’s offensive within 
four days. To the north, Sir Douglas Haig from 7 June to 21 July launched a 
major attack in Flanders against Messines and Ypres. Once more lacking the 
elements of surprise and concentration and advancing over ground recently 
scorched by the retreating Germans. Haig’s armies scored initial gains, only to 
get stuck in the mud and blood of Flanders. Undaunted, Haig on 31 July launched 
the third battle of Ypres. Haig's men advanced across a swamp; 400,000 casual¬ 
ties attested to the strength of the German elastic defence-in-depth. While 
shocked at the horrendous casualty lists from Passchendaele, Hindenburg and 
Ludendorff nevertheless were pleased with the success of their defensive 
strategy along the western front. 

In the east, the Russian front also erupted in an inferno of activity. On 1 July 
1917 General Brusilov launched the vaunted offensive named in honour of the 
war minister, Aleksandr Kerensky. The assault by the Russian 7th, 8di, and 1 ith 
Armies was designed to retake eastern Galicia. At first, all went according to plan 
as the Habsburg 2nd and 3rd armies retreated from the Dniester river. But then 
the Germans counter-attacked, and by 19 October had crushed Brusilov’s forces 
near Zloczdw. Thereafter, General Max Hoffmann's troops advanced through 
Galicia and the Bukovina as rapidly as the Russians could retreat. Lack of sup¬ 
plies, summer heat, and exliaustion finally ended the advance. German troops 
conquered Riga in September and the Baltic islands of Osel, Moon, and Dago 
in October. Bolshevik leaders under V. I. Lenin, who earlier had been trans¬ 
ported from Switzerland to Pelrograd die German army, seized power in the 
Russian capital between 6 and 8 November 1917. 

Finally, the Italians, in accordance with the Joint allied strategy laid down at 
Chantilly, hammered at Austro-Hungarian positions along the Isonzo river 
in May and June, and again in August and September 1917. General Luigi 
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Caporetto 


Cadorna’s armies suffered 159,000 casualties in the tenth battle of the Isonzo, 
and an additional 168,000 in the deventh. And while Habsburg forces endured 
only half of these losses, civilian as well as military leaders in Vienna conceded 
that the Dual Monarchy could neither continue this human haemorrhaging 
nor win the war without German help. Although Vienna viewed the Italian 
front as ‘its war and Kaiser Karl decreed that only his ‘own troops’ would 
strike 'the hereditary enemy' Italy, in the end Vienna had no choice but to turn 
to Hindenburg and LudendorfF for succour. 

In fact, LudendorfF, determined fliat his forces not remain entirely on tlie defen¬ 
sive throughout 1917, in September liad dispatched liis expert on Alpine warfare, 
the Bavarian General Konrad Krafft von Dellmensingen, to the Julian Alps. 
Convinced that Austro-Hungarian forces could not survive another Italian attack, 
Krafft von Dellmensingen recommended an Austro-Hungarian-German assault 
along a narrow 30-mile front between Flitsch and Tolmein, In its centre stood 
the small village of Caporetto (Karfreit). The Bavarian rejected the customary 
Habsburg tactic of storming and then advancing along the Alpine ridges in favour 
of broad sweeps down the mountain valle)«. He termed the operation ‘dilHcuIt, 
dangerous, and uncertain'—but possible. 

LudendorfF concurred. He appointed General Otto von Below to head the 
new 14th Army, with Krafft von Dellmensingen as his cliief of staff. Beginning 
on 20 September, more than 2.400 trains hauled heavy artillery, howitzers, and 
air units from the Baltic front to Camiola and Carinthia. Over the next month, 
Below assembled his composite forces in steady rain in well-camouflaged 
jump-off positions on the southern slopesof the Julian Alps. The troops moved 
by night and over circuitous routes. Wireless deception and close air cover 
hid their movements from Italian spotters. The Germans undertook gruelling 
training patrols and mock attacks to ready themselves for mountain warfare. 
Lengthy artillery shelling was eschewed in favour of hurricane saturation 
bombardments, followed by creeping artillery barrages. The final advance 
into jump-off positions was undertaken by night and supphed by pack animals 
with muffled hooves. 

At 2 a.m. on 24 October 1917 Below's 14th Army unleashed a devastating blue 
cross and green cross gas-shell attack from 2,000 barrels in dense, grey fog. The 
gas was highly effective in the fog- and snow-shrouded narrow Alpine valleys; 
primitive Italian ^s masks offered Cadoma’s troops no protection. Below’s 
trench mortars next switched to shell and wreaked material and morale damage 
on the Italian first line, which held the majority of Cadoma’s combatants and 
machine guns. Around 6.30 a.m. the Germans concentrated heavy mortar fire 
directly against Cadomas first and second lines of defence. Finally, between 
8 and 9 a.ra., German and Austro-Hungarian infantry advanced in thin columns 
behind a creeping barrage. Flitsch, Tolmein, and Caporetto were quickly seized 
and numerous units advanced 10 miles that day. Captain Erwin Rommel’s com¬ 
pany, part of the Wurttembeig Mountain Battahon, in quick order stormed the 
heights of Monte Cragonza, Monte Kuk, and the Matajur, taking more than 
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3,000 prisoners of war. The 'stone wilderness’of the Isonzo with its sharp-angled 
limestone cliffs offered little shelter to the Italians. Ten regiments surrendered 
en masse in a blinding snow storm on Monte M aggi ore. 

A rout ensued. General Luigi Capello’s It alian 2nd Army, consisting of 
twenty-six divisions, was smashed in the opening phase of the battle. By late 
October, 1 million men of the Italian 1st and 2nd Armies, along with their gear, 
streamed from the Isonzo to the Tagliamento river. Cadoma in four days aban¬ 
doned all the territory that he had seized in the past thirty months at a cost of 
300,000 dead and 740,000 wounded. His entire 100-miIe-wide defensive front 
between Monte Peralba and the Adriatic Sea was destix^ed. Austro-Hungarian 
units crossed the Tagliamento on 2 November and Below, in the heat of vic¬ 
tory, ignored Ludendorff s orders to halt at the river. Torrential downpours and 
the lack of cavalry and motorized units finally blunted the Austm-Hungarian- 
German advance at the Piave river—70 miles behind the oripnal Isonzo front. 
The Allies rushed six French and five British divisions from the western front 
to the Piave. Cadoma and Capello were sacked. The new Italian commander. 
General Armando Diaz, promised a fighting retreat as far south as Sicily; the 
French general, Ferdinand Foch, acerbically suggested the Piave river as the 
starting point. 

The battle of Caporetto was one of the Great War’s most spectacular oper¬ 
ational successes. What had begun as a limited campaign designed to relieve 
Italian pressure on the Austrians had expanded into an advance of 80 miles in 
seventy days. In the process, the Central Powers’ front with Italy had been 
narrowed by more than 200 mites. The Italian army had sustained staggering 
losses: 10,000 dead, 30,000 wounded, and 293.000 prisoners of war, along with 
3,150 guns and 1,730 howitzers: more than 350,000 deserters roamed the coun¬ 
tryside. The victors suffered between 65,000 and 70,000 casualties. 

But Caporetto also revealed shortcoming in the German and Austro-Hungarian 
art of military operations. Starving troops had revelled for days in bountiful Italian 
food and wine depots—a harbinger of things to come in France in 1918. Lack of 
tanks and motorized transport had slowed the advance and eventually halted it 
at the Piave river. Inter-allied cooperation had been minimal. Habsburg gen¬ 
erals argued that Ludendorff had curtailed the operation too early and accused 
German commanders of denigrating the performance of Austro-Hungarian 
units. The Germans replied by casting aspersions on the 'dash' and Valour’ of 
their Austrian colleagues and by suggesting tliat success was due solely to Below’s 
14th Army. Above all, Ludendorff had mounted the operation as an end in itself 
rather than as part of a broader strategy. 

The new year 1918 offered Ludendorff the prospect of finally ending imperial 
Germany’s two-front niglitmare. Taking advantage of Lenin’s revolution, more 
than fifty German divisions renewed the war in the east on 18—19 February. 
Foreshadowing the assault of 1941, a northern force marched from Pskov to 
Narva; a middle contingent headed for Smolensk; and a southern force occu¬ 
pied Ukraine. General Hoffmann termed the campaign a leisurely stroll by train 
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March 1918: the last 
throw ot the dice. 
Massed units of General 
Oskar von Hutier’s 18th 
Army advance through 
the devastated streets 
o< St Quentin against 
the ‘Haig position' along 
the Somme river near 
Foreste and Pdronne. 


and car. The Bolsheviks entered into armistice discussions with the CJemians on 
3 December 1917. After some desullorv wrangling, Lenin agreed to terms at 
Brest-Litovsk on 3 March 1918—^while Gennan forces stonned the Caucasus 
and the Crimea as well as Finland. Two months later, Romania in the Treatv’ of 
Bucharest was reduced to a Cerman vassal state. Proponents of the Mittelmwpa 
(Central Europe) dream were delighted that Germany was on the way to eco¬ 
nomic hegemony on the basis of ‘indirect’ expansionism. Visions of unlimited 
grain and oil reserves danced before their eyes. Few noticed (or cared) that 
1 million Cerman troops had to remain in occupied Russia to police and to 
exploit this vast region. 

In fact, while Ludendorff was redrawing the borders of eastern Europe with 
reckless abandon, his field commanders and staff w'ere assessing the Reich’s pro¬ 
spects for 1918. They were not bright. The last reserves had been called to the 
colours: industry lagged behin<l the targets set in the Hindenburg programme; 
roughly ten to fifteen American divisions were expected to arrive in France by 
May or June 1918; and the unrestricted U-lwat campaign of 1 Febmarv 1917 
had turned into a ’wild-goose chase’. The western front remained decisive, 
Britain the primary adversary. Major Georg Wetzell, head of operations at the 
supreme command, put it bluntly; the only option was to ‘deliver an annihi¬ 
lating blow to the British before American aid can become effective’. At Mons 
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on 11 November 1917 Ludendorff decided on the gamblers last throw of the 
dice: Kaiser Wilhelm II was apprised ofOperation‘Michael’on 23 January 1918, 
and Hindenburg issued formal orders for the attack on 10 March. Many staff 
officers spoke of the attack as the Reich’s ‘last card’. 

Imperial Germany geared up for one final, desperate effort to win the war. 
More than 10,400 full-length trains ran d^ and night between 15 February and 
10 March to move men and material to the front. Ludendorff divided his forces 
into three categories; 44 ‘mobile’ divisions with fuU-strength battalions of 850 
men each armed with machine guns, flame throwers, and trench mortars; about 
30 ‘attack’ divisions designated as first-line r^Iacement units; and more than 
100 ‘trench’ divisions stripped of their best weapons and designed merely to 
hold the territory gained. Captains and majors from the 70 ‘mobile’ and ‘attack’ 
divisions underwent eight-day training courses In the art of the attack at Sedan 
and Valenciennes. Speed, timing, and concentration were decisive. Artilleiy was 
resupplied and air forces beefed up to 126 squadrons of rou^ly 2,600 planes. 
Troops moved up to the front by night and a special decoy plan was instituted to 
confuse allied spotters. 

Infantry once more was highhghted as the queen of the battle. In January 
igi8 Captain Geyer produced a new tactical as.sault doctrine. The Attack in Pos¬ 
ition Warfare. It stipulated that small combined-arms units were to infiltrate 
(durchfressen) enemy lines, bypass centres of resistance, and ‘penetrate quickly 
and deeply’ into the enemy's rear. Reserves were to exploit ruptures in enemy 
lines. Units were not to halt and resupply but to drive forward until exhausted. 
Fresh formations would then leapfrog ahead of them. ‘The surprised adversary 
should not be allowed to regain consciousness.’ Tactical virtuosity had replaced 
strategy at the supreme command. In fact, Ludendorff refused to allow the 
terms ‘strateg/ or ‘operation’. ‘I object to the word “operation". We will punch 
a hole into [their line]. For the rest, we will see.’ 

Tlie German plan called for the 17th, 2nd, and 18th Armies to drive through 
Field Marshal Haig’s 3rd and 5th armies in a pincer movement and trap 
British forces in the Cambrai salient. Thereafter, tliese German units would 
follow the Somme north-west to Arras-Albert and throw the remaining units 
of the BEF into disarray. The area chosen for the attack consisted mainly of 
flat sweeps of heavy clay soil, dissected by the narrow, swampy valleys of the 
Ancre and Somme rivers as well as the Crozat canal. The main attack zone be¬ 
tween Albert and Montdidier had been devastated by the Germans during 
Operation ‘Alberich’ in 1917. 

At 4 a. m on 21 March 1918 the western front erupted in a hurricane of fire and 
thunder as 6,608 guns and 3,534 trench mortars announced the start of Oper¬ 
ation ‘Michael’. Five hours later, the artillery changed from gas to explosive shells 
and laid down a creeping barrage for the rou^ily seventy assault divisions. Berlin 
was bedecked with flags and bells rang out in anticipation of victory. 

Initial reports from the battlefield pleased Ludendorff. Within forty-eight 
hours. General von Below’s 17th Army and Georg von der Marwitz’s znd Army 
linked up in the direction of Bapaume and stormed Haig’s third line of defence 
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Too little, too late: the 
German A7V medium 
tank. With a best speed 
of 5 miles per hour and 
range of 15 miles, it 
lacked manoeuvrability. 
Nor were the 10 tanks 
assigned to operation 
Michael a match for 
their 800 allied 
counterparts. 


o-s well as his artillerv park. Elsewhere, CJeneral Oskar von Hiitier’s i8th Armv 
crashed through tlie ‘Haig position' and advancetl toward Foreste. Ludentlorff 
qiiickU' reinforced Htitier’s ami\' and drove it forwanl near Peronne on the 
Somme. In two days, Gennan forces had shattered General Hubert Gotigh’s 
5th Armv and dri\en the BEF almost 40 miles iTehind the Somme and the 
Grozat canal. Haig had lost 290,000 men and 1,300 guns. 

Without a strategic or even operational concept, Ludendorff exploited Hutier’s 
success by onlering the 17th Armv on to Doiillens and the 2nd and 8th Armies 
in the tlirection of Miraumont-Lilions and C^haulnes-Noyon. He hoped to drive 
a wedge between the French and British at the vital rail link of Hazebrouk. 
For three days, Lmlendorff pushed his forces over the old Somme battle¬ 
fields of 1916. Haig and the French cominander-in-chief Philippe Petain 
feared that the allied front might collapse. While the over-extended 5th Army 
fell back, British attention was devoted to the 3rd Arinv’s efforts to hold the 
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northern shoulder of the consequent salient around Arras and Vimy Ridge. 
To the south, the French moved twenty-four divisions to plug the gap, but 
their movement was slow. Moreover, Retain was as anxious as Haig not to 
drop his guard elsewhere along his front. Wariness engendered distrust. Both 
were thus more accepting than hitherto of the idea of a supreme allied com¬ 
mand to co-ordinate their responses. At a conference at Doullens on 26 March 
Foch—altliough it required further meetings to define his powers more clearly— 
was appointed allied generahssimo with responsibility for the entire western 
front. Foch correctly identified Amiens as the key to frustrating the Germans. 
On 28 March General John J. Pershing agreed to release American formations 
to buttress allied lines. A week after launching 'Michael’, Ludendorif was com¬ 
mitted to a series of small attacks with limited objectives against both the French 
and the British. In the process, he weakened the momentum of the assault. 
German units, fanned out across the region between the Oise river and the Eng¬ 
lish Channel in a giant radiating movement, were soon exhausted and demoral¬ 
ized. One-half of German reserves had been ground up in the iulvance, as had 
one-third of German artillery. By 27 March the offensive had degenerated into 
position warfare. 

The Young Turks on LudendorfTs staff decried the lack of a strategic plan or 
even an operation goal behind ‘Michael’. Some stated that Ludendorif had ‘lost 
Ills nerves’. Others lamented the tack of tanks (10 German against 800 allied) 
and trucks (23,000 German iron-rimmed against 100.000 allied rubber-tyred 
vehicles). Still otliers shuddered that German troops all too often stopped to loot 
bountiful allied food depots and wine cellars. And when general staff officers 
reminded Ludendorff on 27 March of his eaHier claim that the fourth day of 
‘Michael’ would tell whether it had been a success, the first quartermaster gen¬ 
eral acidly replied; “What is the purpose of your croaking? What do you want 
from me? Am I now to conclude peace at any price?’ 

Rather than admit defeat, Ludendorff shifted the campaign’s centre of gravity. 
On 9 April he struck in Flanders, on the river Lys, again making rapid initial 
gains and prompting Haig to issue, on 12 April, an order of the day reminding 
the British troops that they stood with their ‘backs to the wall’. The allies lost 
Messines by 10 April, and Mont Kemmel to the north of llie Lys on 25 April. But 
by the 26th they had stabilized their front, and three days later the battle was 
closed down. 

On 27 May Ludendorff shifted his line of attack once more, the Aisne river. 
The breakthrough battle of the Chemin des Dames (‘Bliicher’) was designed 
to threaten Compiegne, Reims, and eventually Paris, in the process drawing 
French reserves away from Haig, the real target of the assault. General Hans 
von Boehn’s 7th Army rolled over the French fth Army and reached Fismes 
on the Vesle river on the first day of battle. Ludendorff exploited this limited 
tactical success by expanding ‘Bliicher into the great battle of Soissons—Reims. 
In five days the Germans took 50,000 prisoners, cut the vital Paris—Nancy 
rail link, and advanced to Chateau-Thieny on the Marne river. Early in June 
German soldiers were in many of the same positions that they had abandoned 
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Onto Paris: German 
stormtroopers advance 
through the village at 
Pont Arcy in May 1918, 
having just crossed the 
Aisne river. For all but 
the most discerning eye, 
this picture could as 
well have been Irom the 
Second World War. 


in September 1914. Paris onc-e more seemed in danger, and as many as 1 million 
people fled tlie capital in panic. From the forest of Oepy, modified 21-cm. 
Knipp navid guns brought Paris under fire. 

Ludendorff faced what became his last major ofTensive decision in the war: 
should he widen the Manie Siilient and storm Paris, or should he now shift his 
forces north and drive the British against the English Channel? To avoid any 
loss of immediate impetus, he chose the former, more tantalizing option. On 
9 June Hutier’s iSth Anns' imd Boehn’s 7th Army attacked {‘Gneisenau’) in heaw 
fog between Novon and Montdidier, just west of the Miuiie sidient. Two davs 
later General Foch launched a spiritetl c-ounter-offensis e at Chateau-Tliierrs' and 
Belleau \\’ood. supportetl by ‘tanks’ as well as by the American 2nd and 3rd di\i- 
sions. Once more the Gennan ann\' halterl jiLst outside the gates of Paris, bloodied 
and exhaiLsted. It had lost 209.345 in June. 

W'hile the Gennans marched agaiixst Paris, (vonrad son Hcitzendorf. now 
Habsburg commander in the TstoI, pereuaded Kaiser Karl to mount another 
offensive against the‘snake’ Italy. On 15 June 1918, after almost a week of steady 
rain, Conrad attacked along a 50-mile front betss'een Astico and the Piave river; 
concurrentls'. Field Marshal Ssetozar son Boroesic adv anced in the direction of 
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Oderzc^Treviso. While Conrad dreamed of entering Venice, Boroevid set his 
sights on Padua. Instead, the battle of the Piave, in the words of the Austrian 
historian Peter Fiala, proved to be the Gdtterdammerung of Habsburg mihlary 
fortunes. By i6 June Conrads nth Army back in its original positions, low 
on food, ammunition, and morale. At the same time, Boroevid's 6th Army was 
shattered by allied air forces and the rising sraters of the Piave. In just over a 
week, the Austro-Hungarian army had lost 142,550 men. It ceased to be a fighting 
force as almost 200,000 soldiers deserted in die next three months. 

Conrads defeat in the battle of the Piave and LudendorfTs aborted final assault 
against the eastern side of the Marne salient in mid-July 1918 forced the armies 
of the Central Powers on the permanent defensive. Deep in their heart of hearts, 
both Ludendorff and Conrad knew that the initiative In the war had passed to 
the allies. Victory was no longer a possibility. 
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CHAPTER 20 


Air war prefigured 


The War in the Air 



JOHN H. MORROW, JR. 


T he late nineteenth and early twentieth c-entiiries \vitne.ssed an explosion 
of tec-hnologv’ and industr.; from cars aiul chemicals to dynamos and 
(Knamite. The era of powered flight dawned with the invention of the 
dirigible in France in 1884 and of the aeroplane in the United States in 1903. 
Dreams of flight expres.sed in the mvths of Daedalus and Icarus long antedated 
powe*red flight, and visions of aerial warfare preceded the First W’orld War in the 
air. Aviation quickly captured the rapt attention of civilians, and aerial achieve¬ 
ments measured the greatness of nations early in the twentieth century. 

The images of aerial warfare conjured up by human imagination did not 
necvssarik pre.sage the realitv that followed. In 1883, one v'ear Ivefore the inven¬ 
tion of the dirigible, Albert Robidas book War in the Ttcentieth Century envis¬ 
aged a sudden crushing air strike, wliile Ivan S. Bloch’s treatise on warfare written 
in 1898 expected l)ombardment from airships. The evolution of German Count 
Ferdinand von Zeppehn’s giant dirigibles in 1908 and 1909 threatened fulfil¬ 
ment of such dire predictions. 

In Britain flight portended a new avenue of assault on an island nation immune 
m modem historv' to the threat of invasion. Press magnate Alfred Harmsworth, 
Lord Northchffe, had recognized that ‘England was no longer im island’ when 
Albert Santos-Dumont flew in France in 1906. HLs conception of the threat as 
aerial chariots of a foe descending upon England’ indicated a classical, if unreal¬ 
istic, appraisal of its nature. 

Writers speculated on the potential effect of powered flight on war. H. G. Wells’s 
work of 1908, The War jh the Air, inspired by Zeppefin flights, predicted an inter¬ 
minable world war conducted primarily by airships that would ultimately cause 
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the collapse of civilization. Other European authors proclaimed that aviation 
would bind nations together and make war too horrible to endure; still others 
equivocated, declaring flying machines useful for peace or war. 

Across Europe popular interest in aviation, c^n spurred by government 
officials, surged in 1908 with a twelve-hour Zeppelin flight, Henri Farman s first 
cross-country flight in an aeroplane, and Wilbur Wrights two-hour closed-circuit 
flights. In 1909 Louis Bleriot’s flight across the En^ish Cliannel and the Reims 
air meet further stimulated public enthusiasm for flight. As the flights of airships 
and aeroplanes impressed the European public, military aviation leagues and 
aero clubs formed in France and Germany and then across Europe. These extra- 
parliamentary pressure groups for aviation, which emulated the naval leagues 
that had preceded them, included prominent military, political, and industrial 
leaders, developed their own press organs, and encouraged parliamentary rep¬ 
resentatives to support military aviation. Highly placed patrons, such as Prince 
Heinrich of Prussia, Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich of Russia, and First 
Lord of Admiralty Winston ChurchUl in Britain, sponsored military aviation. 

These bellicose popular attitudes encouraging the militarization of aviation 
formed the context for the development of European aviation to 1914 The 
United Stales, lacking this impetus, rapidly feU behind Europe in the develop¬ 
ment of land planes, although Glenn Curtiss excelled in the development of 
seaplanes and flying boats. By the end of 1909, France and Germany were 
forming military air services, and in Germany the press and public actually 
helped to prod the army to accept the Zeppelin before it met military perform¬ 
ance stipulations. 

After the Moroccan crisis of 1911, Europe expected war. Finally responding 
to continental progress and warnings of Zeppelin attacks from the Aerial League 
of the British Empire and the British Aero Club, the British government formed 
military and naval air services in 1912. The German army, playir^ upon chauvin¬ 
istic notions of cultural supremacy to bolster military aviation, effectively con¬ 
trolled civilian aviation through its pervasive influence in German society. In 
1912 government and industry organized a national aviation fund that bought 
aeroplanes for the army, trained mihtary pilots, and funded airfield construction 
and an aviation research institute. 

Other European countries also established such funds. Sport aviation lan¬ 
guished as the era of great races and tournaments ended and accidents cooled 
pubhc enthusiasm for air transport. In the absence of substantial sport or com¬ 
mercial markets, the supporters of military aviation moulded popular attitudes 
to benefit their cause. Aircraft manufacturers, indissolubly tied to the military 
through contracts by 1912, sponsored civilian aviators, whom die press lionized 
as defenders of national honour. Designers and manufacturers like the Farman 
and Voisin brothers, Louis Breguet, and Louis Bechereau of SPAD in France; 
Anthony Fokker, Robert Thelen, and Ernst Heinkel in Germany; Geoffrey de 
Havilland and T. O. M. Sopwith in Britain; and engine firms like Gnome and 
Renault in France and Daimler in Germany would form the nucleus of the war¬ 
time aviation industry. 
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The competition for national superiority in aviation had cultural and imperial 
overtones. Germans believed that the Zeppelin symbolized their presumed 
cultural supremacy, while Frenchmen presumed that the initiative necessary to 
use aeroplanes accorded with traditional Gallic audacity. British aerial advo¬ 
cates like Rudyard Kipling viewed the aeroplane as a tool to unify tlie empire 
and to impress white superiority and control on non-white, colonial populations. 
While the British contemplated using aircraft to police the empire, the French 
and Italians actually used aeroplanes in campaigns in North Africa in 1911 and 
1912. Flight thus assumed nationalist, imperialist, and militarist characteristics 
by 1914. 

The Zeppelin generated unrealistic expectations in the German general staff 
that its minuscule fleet of some ten airships could deliver a telling first strike 
against enemies. The aeroplane had generally inspired much popular excite¬ 
ment but not such apocalyptic expectations, since mass destruction clearly lay 
beyond the capabilities of tire fragile craft of the day. Yet designers Gianni 
Caproni in Italy and Igor Sikorsky In Russia were creating multi-engined craft 
capable of bombing by 1914. 

The literature of tl»e pre-war era foretold nearly every role that aircraft 
would play in the First World War, including the potentially devastating impact 
on national morale of bombing civilian targets. Such attitudes anticipated 
Italian aerial theorist Giulio Douhel’s post-war advocacy of the bombing of 
civilian populations to force nations to defeat. The intimate connections between 
the civilian and military arenas in aviation provided an appropriate context 
for a weapon that would both galvanize and directly threaten civilians in the 
coming war. 

The public of the pre-war era already considered aviators heroes, masters of 
technology in the conquest of the heavens. A new warrior 6lite arose in the air 
services of Europe, exemplified by the dashing and audacious 'Lieutenant Dae¬ 
dalus Icarus Brown’, Royd Flying Corps pilot of ‘fame and renown’, proclaimed 
in British doggerel. 

Most armies (and navies) emphasized the development of slow, stable aircraft 
for reconnaissance. Pre-war civilian and military experiments had practically 
ignored the realm of aerial combat in favour of reconnaissance and bombing. 
Ironically the coming war would catapult the pre-war sport aviator’s small, 
speedy, and manceuvrable aeroplane, now armed, back into the forefront of 
public imagination, as the vehicle of the war’s greatest individual heroes, the air 
aces, the heirs of pre-war daredevil sport aviators. Wartime air combat would 
reintroduce aspects of sport aviation that the pre-war military had sought to 
eradicate—^the emphasis on individual exploits and the high performance aero¬ 
plane occasionally dangerous even to its own pilots. 

Reconnaissance 
1914 


In August 1914 the European powers went to war with rudimentary air ser¬ 
vices, each comprising at most a few thousand personnel and 200-300 air¬ 
craft, and embryonic aviation industries. During the war of movement on the 
western and eastern fronts, aeroplanes delivered valuable information. When 
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the conflict on the western front settled into a trench stalemate, the aero- Aircraft in use in 1915, a 
plane became the sole mobile means of reconnaissance and artiller\' spotting, monopianef^ghter 
although it retjiiired further adviuices in photography and wireless telegraphy (foreground) and a 
to enhance its observation capability. The aeroplane further demonstrated French Caudron bomber, 
potential for bombing and aerial combat in the hmids of aggressive British o" display in Paris in 

and French pilots, who were not content merely to perform their military 1917 ' AM sides in the 
* • ‘ ■ conflict dispiayed 

duty ol obser\-ation. ^ captured aircraft as 

Logistics and production proved critical, as eservwhere tlie w'ar’s onset dis- trophies in museums 
rupted both for some two months. In the west units mo\e<l by rail and primarily o’’ pubiic. 
by tnick. In the east Russian and Austro-Hungarian units often iLsed horse or 
oxcarts for transport—pairing the most modem of inventions with the most 
ancient means of conveyance. The French responded most rapidls' to the chal¬ 
lenge of the unexpectedly high attrition of men and machines b\' standardizing 
types and placing priority' on aircraft and particularly engine prorlnction in the 
autumn. The CJermans followed suit in the winter. British prorluction remained 
small scale, more c-omparable to that of Russia or Austria-Hungary, though the 
two eastern empires lacked Britain’s industrial potential. 
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In October 1914, a French artillemnan, pointing to a German plane near 
Albert, commented to a British reporter, ‘There is that wretched bird which 
haunts us.’ The bird of war had spread its wings, casting its shadow over the 
battlefields of Europe. In 1915 it would transmogrib’ into a bird of prey with 
fierce talons, transfonning the skies, like the earth and seas below, into an arena 
of mortal combat. 


Bombers and In i9i5airannsbecamemoresophisticated,adaptingt\pestoperfonnspecialized 

fighters 1915 functions at the front and requiring greater technological and industrial mobiliza¬ 



tion to meet the demand for new aJid improved mate¬ 
riel. Bombardment and pursuit, tlie air ann’s new 
roles, necessitated the adaptation of the most suitable 
aircraft t\pes available—light planes such as Moranes, 
Nieuporls. and Fokkers for fighting and heavier ones 
such as \bisins and Aviatiks for bombing. Russia. Italy, 
and Ormany had a few operational large planes— 
.Sikorskv's. Capronis, and (Jothas—^whose range and 
load indicated their potential for development as stra¬ 
tegic Iwmliers with more {xjwerful engines. 

Yet in 191500!)'the German dirigible could carry 
enough Iximbs and climb fast and high enough to 
evade aerial interception, thus making strategic 
raids possible. England consequentlv experienced 
its first air raids. The giants were still vulnerable to 
ground fire and weather, and the)' failed to deliver 
a telling blow, similar to the failure of an inad¬ 
equate submarine fleet to drive Britain from the 
war in 1917. Tlie German army removed the costly 
monsters—irresistible targets for enemy artillei)'— 
from the western front and relegated them to the 
less populous sides over the broader eastern front. 
The German navy continued to use dirigibles siic- 
cessfiilK'as scouts for the fleet. All powers, including 
Italy, which entered the war in May 1915, employed 
seaplanes or flving Ixiats over the North, Black, and 
Adriatic seas. 


A Fokker advertisement 
depicting a close-up 
view of a German fighter 
piiot in his Fokker 
mortoplane, its 
synchronized machine 
gun and propeiier, with 
Germany's highest 
medai, le pour le mirite, 
in the top ieft corner. 


The major aerial development of 1915 was the beginning of fighter aviation, 
heralded first by Frenchman Roland Garros’s use of a fixed forward-firing 
machine gun with only a deflector to protect his propeller, and then Fokker s 
adaptation of a svTichronizing gesir to mount a gun on his monoplane. B)' the 
end of the year an effective fighter required speed and manduvrabilit)' as well 
as fixetl forwanl-firing machine guns. The early pursuit pilots—Maximmelmann, 
Oswald Boeicke, Georges Gu)'nemer, and Lanoe Haw’ker—though varied in tem¬ 
perament, displayed tenacit)', determination, courage, and aggressiveness. This 
new breed of technological warrior evobed new fitting tactics and recommended 
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improvements for pursuit planes. Their efforts would make the sides over 
Europe’s battlefields far more dangerotis in the coming year. 


Historians have considered 1916 a watershed in the First World War, as the bat¬ 
tles of \'erdun and the Somme dashed both sides’ hopes for imminent \’ictorv’. 
These battles al.so marked the true l>eginning of aerial warfare, as Iwtli sides com¬ 
mitted themselves to the development of larger air arms to attain aerial super¬ 
iority. Aerial warfare in 1916 was as much a technological and industrial as a 
military affair. Although political and administrative friction marred the aviation 
mobilization of all the powers, France was winning the race for industrial mobil¬ 
ization. Its aero engine production far outdistanced all other powers because of 
its early and extensive mobilization of tlie automotive industry to build a diver¬ 
sity of engines, in particular the revolutionary Hispiuio-Suiza V^8. Germany, 
strapped by material and mimpower shortages, could not match the Entente’s 
industrial superiority' in general and its engine produc-tion in particular. It could 
only hope to counter through superior aircraft tec-hnology, such as Hugo Junkers’s 


The advent of true 
aerial warfare 1916 


A post-war photograph 
of Marshal of the Royal 
Air Force Sir Hugh 
M. Trenchard, wartime 
commander of the Royal 
Flying Corps from 1915 
to 1917 and then of the 
RAF's independent 
bombing force in 1918, 
reviewing RAF 
apprentices. 
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Attrition in the air 
1917 


all-metal aeroplane with cantilever wing and the gigantic R-planes of 1915, and 
the Albatros fighter of 1916. 

The aerial strate^es of the major powers on the western front reflected these 
industrial realities andtheir basic military strategies. British and French air pol¬ 
icies were offensive, and Roj^ Flying Corps chief General Hugh ‘Boom’ Tren- 
chard pursued the air offensive more unrelentingly and inflexibly than the 
French. The Germans husbanded their resources, fought defensively, and con¬ 
centrated their aviation forces to sedc an aerial mastery hmited in time and space. 

In 1916 the air services provided Europe with its most revered heroes— 
youthful aces who epitomiz^ the national will to sacrifice. Boelcke, a master 
flier and codifier of aerial tactics, crashed to his death in October with forty vic¬ 
tories, occasioning national mourning and eulogies emphasizing his role as an 
inspiration to German youth. The era of the individual ace would last into 1917, 
but the individual would have less impact in the growing war of attrition in the 
air. In 1917 industrial mobilization would become even more critical for avi¬ 
ation, for the aeroplane had become indispensable to the conduct of the war. 

In 1917 tlie aeroplane became a multifaceted weapon of war, with the evolution 
of massed fighter tactics over the western and then the Italian fronts, of close air 
support and tactical raids, and of the German strategic bombing campaign against 
Britain. The Royal Flying Corps, in its effort to carry the fighter and bomber war 
to the Germans, suffered cruel losses among inadequately trained new aircrew 
in the spring and summer, epitomized in the ‘Bloody April’ of legend. The Royal 
Flying Corps command played down the significance of the high losses, while 
touting them as proof of the service’s contribution to the war effort. It replaced 
the losses with men from the dominions, took delivery of three new fighters—the 
Sopwitli Camel, the SE5, and the Bristol Fighter—that would serve well to the 
end of the war, and surmounted the crisis by the autumn. 

'The French pursued a more circumspect policy in order to conserve dwin¬ 
dling manpower, as the army confined itself to limited offensive actions after the 
Chemin des Dames debacle of May 1917. Still, dlite fighter units like the 
Cigognes (tlie Storks) relentlessly pursued the ‘Boche’. Yet tlie French fighter 
pilots’ concept of air combat as a solo knightly affair became increasingly detri¬ 
mental to the effectiveness of their fighter units. In the aerial environment of 
1917, very few individuals were capable of surviving, much less killing, alone, as 
the demise of lone aces Albert Ball, Guynemer, and Werner Voss demonstrated. 
The great British and German aces who survived into 1918—Edward Mannock, 
James McCudden, and the 'Red Baron’ Manfred von Richthofen—^were expert 
squadron leaders. 'The great French aces, like Charles Nungesser and Rene 
Fonck, remained loners, surviving and killing against the odds. But mass, not 
individuals, determined die course of the war in the air a.s it did on the ground. 
British and German fighter pilots might acknowdedge the notion of being a new 
military aristocracy. Yet British fighter pilots combined this with a faith in team¬ 
work derived from die public schocdboy’s perception of aerial combat as a team 
sport, wliile the Germans, many of whom were professional soldiers, beUeved in 
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cliscipline. Such culttiral attitudes facilitated an effective transition to mass aerial 
c-oiniiat. epitomized in Ciennan fighter ‘circuses’ comprising as manv as four 
squadrons vvitli sixty aeroplanes. 

By 1917 the German and British commands judged ground attacks from 
low-flving aircraft to be a powerful weapon in battle. British fighters assumed 
the responsibilitv'of ground attack along \rilh armv co-operation planes in random, 
unc-oordinate<l. and individual strikes. Such attacks failed to affect the mass 
battlefield despite high losses of aircrew. The CJennans developed specialized 
armoured ground attack planes and highly maiMEuvrable two-seater fighters 
flown by non-commissioned officer crews in masses of up to thirtx’ planes for 
devastatingly effective trench strafing. 

In 1917 attrition imd shortages forced increased aircraft production, accom¬ 
panied by heightened political strife in Britain and France. Among the lesser aerial 
powers, Italy’s aerial mobilization emphasize<l rigorous standardization to compen¬ 
sate for severe material shortages. The Russian aerial effort, never substantial 
except for the squadron of Igor Sikorskv's giant four-engined reconnaissance 
boinliers, disintegrated in revolution. Austria-Hungaiy, beset b\' overwhelming 



The 'Red Baron’, Capt. 
Manfred von Richthofen 
(centre), surrounded by 
squadron mates (from 
left to right) Sergeant 
Major Sebastian 
Festner, Lieut. Karl Emil 
Schaefer, Manfred’s 
brother Lothar, a 
lieutenant, and Lieut. 
Kurt Wolff, early in 1918. 
Only Lothar would 
survive the war, to be 
killed in an aeroplane 
crash in the 1920s. 
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A Royal Air Force 
SE-5A squadron at the 
front, including pilots, 
ground crew, and pets, 
Including a goat.The 
SE-SA, powered by a 
variety of engines but 
preferably the Hispano- 
SuizaVS, was the RAF's 
standard first-line 
single-seat fighter plane 
throughout 1918. 


shortages, slid toward c-ollap.se. An aerial presenc-e for the United States, which 
entered the war in April, la\- in the future, and only with the help of its allies in 
training and aircraft. 

The es olution of .lir power demonstrated the siginil importance of aero engines 
in 1917. All three major powers snflered crises of engine production. Franc-e 
solved its problem of perfec-ting and producing en masse higher horsepower ver¬ 
sions of its \ annted Hispimo-Sniza \’8 engine which powered French SPAD and 
British SE5A fighters. Neither Britain nor Germany could overcome more fiin- 
damentiil problems of inadecpiate engine produc-tion, and consequently by the 
end of the war France w'oiild manufacture as many engines as Britain and Ger¬ 
mans’ c-ombined. 

The French and British administrations of aviation were highly politicized. 
French gos enimental instability and bureaucratic bifurcation between the high 
command and the War Ministry condemned aviation to constant changes and 
conflicts, until Georges Clemenceau as prime minister and Philippe Petain as 
cominander-in-chief achieved stability in the late autumn of 1917. In Britain 
the War Office and the Admiraltv’ stniggled fiercely for aviation resources. 
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Ultimately, Lloyd Georges government formed a separate air force to resolve 
the conflict and to give the prime minister an alfy in his struggle with the gen¬ 
erals over strategic policy. Consequendy, in April 1918 the Royal Air Force, which 
included an Independent Force intended for strategic bombing, became the 
first autonomous air arm, although in practice its operations clianged little. 

Compared with those of the constitutional governments, the German military 
aviation bureaucracy was a paragon of stability, as the same officers—Colonel 
Hennann von der Leith-Thomsen and Lieutenant Colonel Wilhelm Siegert, 
with the addition of General Ernst Wilhelm von Hoeppner in 1916 as com¬ 
manding general of the air forces—continued in control of aviation to the end of 
the war. Facing irremediable shortages of material and manpower, the German 
air arm followed the army’s Hindenburg mobilization programme of autumn 
1916 with another of its own, the Amerikaprogramme of 1917. in anticipation of 
ever worsening odds. 

Over the western front, the lack of co-ordination between the British and 
French enabled the German air arm to survive despite the Entente’s increasing 
numerical superiority in 1917. Yet the entry into the war in April 1917 of a 
United States woefully unprepared in aviation necessitated a more co-ordinated 
allocation of all resources in order to equip an American air service for future 
action. 

In 1918 aviation played a significant role in the outcome of the war. The sheer Air power’s 
numbers of aircraft on the western front in 1918. more than 8,000 in total on all contribution to 
sides, indicated that the air war in general, and aerial combat in particular, had final victory 
become a mass struggle of attrition. Air services had grown to 90.000-300,000 
men and 2,000-3,000 aeroplanes at the front in 1918, while national aviation 
industries employed hundreds of thousands of workers to manufacture thou¬ 
sands of planes and engines monthly. 

Not only had the basic tactical units such as the squadron ejqtanded, but also 
these units were subsumed under increasingly larger ones, like the German 
fighter circuses of sixty planes, in the attempt to achieve aerial superiority. In 
1918 France achieved ultimate concentration with its aerial division of more 
than 700 bombers—the superlative Breguet 14, fast, sturdy, and well armed— 
and fighters, the powerful SPAD 13, intended for a^ressive tactical raids over 
German lines. Even German formations equipped with the legendary Fokker 
D7, the war’s ultimate fighter produced in quantity, could not prevent the incur¬ 
sions of such Entente numerical superiority. Over the Italian front, waves of 
tliirty to forty Caproni trimotored biplane bombers supported infantry attacks or 
staged long-distance raids across the Adriatic, sometimes flying only iz yards 
above the waves to evade anti-aircraft defences. 

These air arms did not determine the outcome of the war; that was decided 
on the earth’s surface. Fighters, except when pressed into service for ground at¬ 
tack, played an indirect role in tlie ground war by protecting or attacking recon¬ 
naissance planes and bombers, while strategic bombing remained too embryonic 
to affect the outcome of the war. 
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The aeroplane established its real signifi¬ 
cance in support of the armv on the battle¬ 
field. Reconnaissance made it difficult for 
armies to achieve surprise and forced tlie 
movement of men and materiel l>ehind 
the lines at night. The French and British 
two-seater biplanes that performed these 
missions were obsolescent and thus fell prey 
to enemy fighters until the arrival in 1918 of 
types like the Salmson 2A2. The Germans, 
in contrast, sent expert crews alone and at 
high altitude in superior Rumpler and DFVV 
biplanes. formi<lahle opponents even for 
highly skilled fighter pilots. In 1917 and 1918 
aircraft staged increasingly aggressive strikes 
against troops and supplies on and behind 
the l^attlefield. CJennan battle fliers, in con¬ 
centrations of thirty aircraft operating at 
100 yards altitude, attacked enemy batteries, 
strong points, mul infantry reserves with 
machine guns, grenades, and light fragmen¬ 
tation l>ombs. 

('ontrol of the sides over the battlefiekl had 
become essential to \ictory in the First World 
War. Aircraft had served on all fronts. Politi¬ 
cians and commanders such as the British 
minister of munitions. W^inston Churchill, the 


The war in the air 
prompted the 
development of 
additional technologies. 
Searchlights were 
required at night, both to 
detect enemy aircraft 
and to direct friendly 
ones. During the day, 
listening posts fulfilled 
similar functions.This 
combined apparatus 
is being used by Austro- 
Hungarian troops on the 
Italian front in May 1918. 


German first (piartermaster general, Erich 
Ludendorff, and the French commander-in-chief. Philippe Petain, rec-ognized the 
‘capital’ importance of air power when used in mass. The war ended with the 
British poised to Itegin bombing Berlin with tlie giant Handley-Page V-1500 
bomber. The value of strategic boinhiiig remained unproven, but the notion that 
the bombing of Chilians could undermine their morale and potentially end wars 
was establishetl in the minds of some practitioners and theorists of axiation. 
The fighter pilots of 1914—18 evolved the basic techniques of aerial combat still 
employed todas’ and some became the commanders in the second Great War. 
In Ixith strategy' and tactics the air w'ar of 1914—18 [xirtended the larger aerial 
stni^le of 1939-45. 

Within two vears of the war, all of the aviation anns had been demoliilized, 
the losers by the treaties of peace, the winners by the absence of war. The avi¬ 
ation industry shrank with the diminishing orders from the military. Some fli¬ 
ers and industrialists refocused on civilian air transport which the militarv' in 
some countries had helped to initiate; others remained in the military air 
arms of Britain and France that concentrated on policing the far reaches of 
their empires. 
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The legacy of wartime aviation, in the sole official history of the air war, the 
English multi-volume work. The War in the Air, and in biographies, combat 
reminiscences, and popular works, reinforced the emphasis on the heroic and 
individual. The eulogy of aerial heroes and the concentration on individual 
aerial combat harked back to ideals of pre-industrial warfare and mythical war¬ 
riors of the past that had been popular just before the war and made the war 
and its modern technology easier to accept. The romanticization of the exploits 
of this new warrior elite enabled an extension of national myths into the war¬ 
fare of the industrial era, in which the new military elite came primarily from 
the middle class. 

The very circumstances of the First World War encouraged a mythologizing 
of the air war into a single image of individual combat. Mass slaughter on an 
unprecedented scale rendered individuals insignificant. Aerial heroes pro¬ 
vided a much-needed, though misleading, affirmation of the importance of the 
individual and of youth in a slaughter of both. The fighter pilots consequently 
became not only the symbols of aviation but also the ultimate heroes of the 
First World War. 

Yet the concentration on individual exploits gave an archaic, anachronistic 
image to the newest combat arm, which epitomized the new ‘total warfare’ in 
its meshing of the military, political, technological, and industrial sectors. It 
also tended to obscure the extent of the casualties in the war of attrition in the 
sky. Of more than iS,ooo aircrew trained in France between 1914 and 1919, 
39 per cent fell casualty, while more than 50 per cent of 22,000 British pilots 
became casualties. German casualties, if harder to document, were certainly 
similar. French infantry losses in the first six months of 1918 totalled 51 per 
cent of effectives, while French pilot losses reached 71 per cent. The greatest 
sources of casualties were accidents at the front and training in the rear. 

Combat flying was no sport or game. It was a deadly, ruthless, and capri¬ 
cious business, in which a man’s life depended not only upon his skill and 
luck, but also on aeroplanes whose engines failed, guns jammed, and wings 
broke with distressing frequency. Occupational hazards like nerves and flying 
fatigue reflected the stress of war flying. The Irishman Edward Mannock, 
Britain’s highest-scoring ace, suffered so severely from nervous strain in 1918 
that he was often sick before patrols. Shaking hands and tearful outbursts dis¬ 
closed Mannock’s stress, occasioned not only by his conviction that he would 
die and his fear of burning to death, but also by recurring problems with his 
aeroplane. He was shot down in flames from ground fire in the summer of 
1918. Aerial combat was exhilarating and intoxicating, but nerve-racking and 
frightening as well. 

The emphasis on individual combat also masked a further legacy of tlie war, 
the myth of strategic bombing of civilian populations. The air weapon was truly 
the child of the era of total war, which conflated civilian and military targets and 
deemed the bombing of women and children an acceptable means of winning a 
war. The experience of the First World War provided little evidence of civilian 


275 



JOHN H. MORROW, Jr. 


collapse under aerial bombardment beyond some panic in London during early 
German air attacks. Yet the presumption of civilian vulnerability to aerial bom¬ 
bardment persisted. Tbese images—the romantic idealization of individual 
aerial combat rooted in the past and the brutal vision of massive civilian destruc¬ 
tion foreshadowing the future—constituted a dual legacy for air power in the 
twentieth century. 
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CHAPTER 21 


The Allied 
Victories, 1918 



TIMTRAVERS 


A t the Iwginning of 1918, tlie balance of the war shifted agiiinst the dlies. 
The Russian Revolution, the defeat in Italy at ('aporetto, the French 
mutinies of 1917, dec-lining allied manpower, and the exliaustion of 
British forces after Passchendaele, all pointed to considerable problems. So, in 
early 1918, the French and British decided to go on the defensive on the western 
front, and wait for sufficient Americans to arris e, together with greater produc¬ 
tion of tanks, planes, and other mechanical means, before once more going on 
the offensive. But this future decisive offensive was generally expected to take 
place in 1919. How then did the allies essentially win the war on the western 
front in 1918? 

The allied victories on the western front in 1918 really occurred in six crit¬ 
ical .stages. These were, first, halting the massive German 1918 spring offen¬ 
sives; second!)’, mounting the decisive French counter-offensive at the Marne 
on 18 July; thirdly, the successful Australian/Canadian/BritLsh Amiens offensise 
of 8 August; fourthly, the c-ontinuing arrival of the American Expeditionarv' 
Forc-e (AEF): fifthly, the sweeping allied offensives of late September; and lastly, 
the final allied pursuit of the retreating German army in October and early 
November, leading to the armistice of 11 November 1918. 

The German .spring offensives between March and June all ran out of energ)’ 
after initial successes. General Ludendorff, at German headquarters, conceived 


Counter-attack on 
the Marne 
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of these ofTensives as drawing allied reserves away from the Flanders region, 
where he intended to launch the war-winning ‘Hagen’ attack and drive the 
British Expeditionarv Force (BEF) into the sea. Now, Ludendorff tried again, 
with an offensive in flie Marne area, planned for mid-July, threatening Paris aJid 
Reims. However, time was now critical, since by the middle of June the AEF 
already consisted of 20 large-size divisions in Franee, and more American troops 
were pouring into Europe at the rate of 250,000 per month. Very shortly the 
German advantage in numbers was going to be reversed, but at the Manie in 
July, there were still 33 French divisions facing 45 German divisions, although 
these were un<ler strengtli. Moreover, the German army was starting to nm out 
of artillerv', so that training batteries had to be included in the 6,353 assem¬ 
bled for the Marne offensive. Even so, the German superiority of 2:1 in artillery 
was the lowest of anv of the previous (Jerman attacks. More significantly, the 
French anny, c-ommaiKle<l bv’ CJeneral Petiun, soon learned the 15 July date of 
the (Jennan attack through intelligence sources, and surjvrise was lost through 
the sheer difficultv of concealing an offensive which required an artillery ammu¬ 
nition approac-h route everv izsvarcls. Petain had also leanied the need to adopt 
a defence-in-depth system, and he persuaded the French 4th Army commanded 
by General (Jouraud to ac-cept this, although the French 5th Anny did not. 
Meanwhile, the French artillerv' readied a counter-preparation against the 
(ierman infantry, rather than on the (Jerman batteries, since there were not 
enough guns to <lo both. 


After their defeat at 
Caporetto, the Italians 
fell back all the way to 
the river Piave, where 
they finally checked the 
advance of the Central 
Powers. The Austro- 
Hungarians launched a 
major offensive on 15 
June, and these dead 
Italian defenders were 
photographed on 
18 June. On the following 
day the Italians 
counter-attacked and 
by 24 June the last 
Austro-Hungarians 
were back across 
the river. 
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On the night of 14 July, soon after midnight, one of the first German shells cut 
the power to General Gouraud's headquarters. Despite the darkness, Gouraud 
was pleased, for the shell confirmed the accuracy of Frencli predictions; ‘Never 
has a cannon shot given me so much pleasure.’ ’The German offensive rapidly 
became bogged down, and then, on 18 Ju^, dte French counter-offensive began. 
This attack had been in preparation for some time, originally simply a limited 
assault on Soissons, but then developed by General Mangin. of the 10th Army, 
into a major offensive against the flank of the Marne salient. 

Ironically, the limited German success of 15 July benefited the French 
counter-offensive by further deepening the salient. The French attacked with 
10th and 6th Armies (including American and British divisions), 750 tanks, 
and a 2:1 superiority in artillery. The attack was a surprise, wUhout previous 
artillery registration, but with a thick creeping barrage to support the infantry, 
and made strong initial gains. Artillery was the key to success, with one heavy 
shell per 1.27 yards of ground, and three field artillery shells per yard. As with 
all other operations, later attacks were more difficult, but French and allied 
divisions continued the offensive until early August. 

The French counter-offensive was decisive in shifting the balance of the war 
against tlie German army. It is notable that on 20 July Ludendorff called off the 
‘Hagen’ offensive, and on 24 July General Foch, now commander-in-chief of 
allied armies on the western front, directed his armies to go on the offensive. 
The tide had turned, and the German army would remain on the defensive to 
the end of the war. However, iSJulyhas been overshadowed by the subsequent 
Amiens offensive of 8 August, and hlstoriaits have tended to underrate the 
fighting ability of tlie French army in 1918. Yet French casualties between 15 July 
and 5 August amounted to 95,165. and ant^her 100,000 in August. The French 
loth Army, spearhead of the 18 July attack, suffered over 108,000 casualties 
between 18 July and the end of the war. including 13,000 lolled. Between 1 July 
and 15 September, total French casualties amounted to around 279,000. BEF 
casualties were higlier, and the French army was still influenced by the mutinies 
of 1917, but it was not a spent force in 1918. 

Nevertheless, other statistics tell an even inOTe important story in regard to the 
German army. The result of the German offensives between March and July was 
primarily the capture of ground, which all had to be defended. Moreover, the 
strain on the German army was very great, and total German casualties for this 
period amounted to nearly 1 million men, including 125,000 dead, and 100,000 
missing. Just as difficult for the German army was a steep decline in morale. 
German soldiers, short of supplies, plundered enen^ supplies and alcohol where 
possible, while many German soldiers took the opportunity to desert or avoid 
front-line duty. Then, in June and July, the influenza epidemic hit the German 
army, with more than half a million cases. The result was seriously depleted 
German divisions by July 1918, so that on 1 August the German 2rMi Army reported 
that, of its 13 divisions, 2 were fit, 5 were onfy ^)od fiar defence, 3 could hardly 
defend, and 3 needed relief. Battalion strength was down to around 200 rifles, 
with some 15 to 20 light machine guns, and few NGOs and officers. It can be 
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Amiens, 8 August 
1918 


argued, therefore, that the German army on the western front really lost the war 
between March and Ju^ through the cost^ failure of its own offensives. This 
certainly did not mean that die German army stopped fighting; indeed anodier 
420,000 Germans were killed and wounded between July and the armistice. As 
part of diis process, the Amiens offensive of 8 August was another large step 
toward German defeat. 

The next stage of the allied victories, therefore, was the Amiens infantry, artillery, 
tank, and air offensive of 8 August. Organized in the 4th Army by General Raw- 
linson, Amiens showed what a carefully planned combined arms assault could 
achieve. Deception measures and strict secrecy produced surprise, especially 
important because the Austrahan and Canadian Corps were spearheading the 
operation, and the German army knew these units as the premier attack troops 
in the BEF. The infantry were supported by more firepower than before, in die 
shape of Lewis guns, mortars, machine guns, and smoke grenades. The artillery 
calibrated behind the lines, and pre-registered onto enemy batteries and other 
targets with accurate survey methods developed in 1917- Ninety-five per cent of 
the German guns had been identified before the batde began, so that German 
counter-preparation would not he a problem. Around 1,900 planes gained air 
supremacy, and partially covered the noise of 342 Mark V tanks, 72 Medium 
A tanks, plus troop-carrying and supply tanks, as they arrived at the start line. 
Mist, smoke, and darkness covered the 4.20 a.m. start, which began with the 
crash of 2.000 guns and howitzers. The attack was also assisted by a German relief 
rotation during the night, low German morale, and sparse German defences. 

Lieutenant Colonel Cy Peck, commanding 16th Battalion in 1 Canadian Div¬ 
ision, recalled the moment: ‘Dense fog hung over the land. Bn. sprang forward 
with eagerness at zero hour... Little opposition for first mile. Very thick pall of 
smoke... Piper Paul killed beside me. Bn. moved steadily aliead, capturing ridge 
after ridge. Temporarily held up at Aubercourt. Tank relieved situation. Final 
objective caj^ur^ about 7.15 a.m.‘ In fact, the attack was amazingly successful, 
advancing 6 to 8 miles on the first day, although progress on the flanks was much 
slower. On the following days, further progress was made, but at greater cost, as 
Foch and Haig, the BEF commander-in-chief, pressed Rawlinson to make the 
battle a deeper one than he wished. Tanks and planes were sacrificed to keep the 
attack going: for example, only 38 tanks were 'runners’ on the fourth day, while 
96 planes were lost on 8 August, and 45 the next day. largely through attempts 
to destroy the Somme bridges. 

In fact it was on 10 August that Captain West, flying a contact patrol near 
Roye, earned a remarkable Victoria Cross: ‘Just as he [West] turned to fly back 
to our lines he was attacked by 7 Foldcer biplanes. With almost his first burst, 
one of the hostile machines... shot his left leg off... with tliree explosive biiUets. 
In spite of the fact that Capt. West’s leg fell helpless amongst the controls, and 
he was wounded in the ri^t foot, he managed to fly liis macliine back and land 
it within our lines.’ On landing. Captain West also insisted on making his report 
before receiving medical help. 
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Munied and \iiic-oordinated starts at Amipiis on tlie days following 8 Angiisl 
produced hea\ier than nec'essarv infantrv casiuilties. Moreo\er. the attack was 
reacliing the old Somme battlefieUl. where acKances were tlifficult. FimilK’, 
eighteen C»enniui reserve disisions had mo\ e<l in to support the defence. There¬ 
fore, under pressure from the C'anadian Corps commander, Currie. RawLnson 
persuaded Haig to end the offensive on ii August. However, the Amiens suc¬ 
cess was not exploited on tlie flanks, where the BEF's weak III (]orps to the 
north ran into serious problems, while Debeney’s French ist Anns' to the south 
did not press forward. Also, Rawlinson’s 4th Armv headcjuarters held back the 
onlv available BEF reserve. 32 Division, until too late to make a difTerence. On 
the other hand, 8 August produced a strong reaction at Gennan headquarters. 
Ltidendorff tenned it the ‘black day’ of the CJerman army, vvliile the official 
German monograph stated; ‘As the sun set on the 8th August on the battlefield 
the greatest defeat which the (iennan Armv had suffered since the beginning of 
the war was an accomplished fact.’ 


MarKV Sth Battalion 
tanks golne forward on 
10 August 1918to 
support the allied 
offensive at Amiens. 
Due to the heat and 
gases Inside, some of 
the tank crews 
are outside and the 
hatchways are open. 

A dead horse and Its 
cart block the road, an 
officer directs traffic, 
and German prisoners 
move to the rear. 
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Breaking the 
Hindenburg line 


A scene during the 
opening day of theArras 
offensive of 21 August 
1918.This railway line 
near Achiet-le-Petit in 
the Sapaume area has 
been hit by British 
artillery fire, and a dead 
soldier lies beside the 
tracks.The debris of 
battle marks a heavily 
contested German 
defence line. 


Following Amiens, Foch no\vpres.sed for a series of allied attacks, to be acliieved 
as rapidly as possible. Before the war, Foch had been the apostle of the attack at 
all costs, and now the situation and the idea seemed to finallv coincide. But how 
to attack? Foch wished for o{Tensi\es against specific objectives, while Haig was 
more interested in a general ads ance along the line. Lsiter in Augtist, Haig sug¬ 
gested comerging ofTensises toward Mezieres in the south, and Saint-Qiientin/ 
Cambrai in the north, which Foch accepted. But the realitv of the situation was 
that, until the .Americans were ready, die strongest allied forces were in the centre 
of the line, primarily the BEF armies, and therefore that is where the major 
blows had to be struck. So. to exploit the damage done by Amiens, the BEF’s 3rd 
and 1st Armies, and the French loth and 6di Armies, took part in large-scale attacks 
in the Albert/Bapaume area from 21 August. Notable feats of arms included the 
Australian capture of Mont Saint-Quentin on j Seplemlier. This awkward \’il- 
lage was taken via a half-hour storm of mortars and howitzers, then a rush by 
the infantn,; armed with Lewis guns and rifle grenades. And in early Septemlier, 
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the Canadian Corps look the Drocourt-Queant line through an extremely 
heavy barrage of 740 guns, tank support at critical moments, heavy fighting 
by the infantry armed with Lewis guns and rifle grenades, and poor morale 
among some of the defenders. 

Now the war was poised to move to the next critical stage of storming the 
Hindenburg line, which was to be part of a sequential series of four large scale 
allied offensives in late September. Foch followed Haig’s ‘converging offensives’ 
idea, focusing on the Laon bulge in the centre, but Foch also wanted to spread 
out the German defence to the greatest «ttent, so that German reserves could 
not be sliifted around. Thus, Foch ordered agiantdriTO forward from the Meuse 
to the North Sea. On 26 September, the American 1st Army and the French 4th 
would attack towards the Mezieres-Sedan area. On 27 September, the BEF’s 
1st and 3rd Armies would attack towards the Cambrai area. On 28 September, 
the Flanders group of Belgian, French, and British armies would aim at Ghent 
and also move along the coast. Finally, on 29 September, the BEF’s 4th and 
French 1st Armies would attack towards the Busigny area. 

In such a massive undertaking, only certain scenes can be picked out. ’The 
first scene concerns the successful reduction of the Saint-Mihiel salient by 
the AEF between 12 and 18 September, and then a shift over to engage in the 
less fortunate Meuse-Argonne offensive, from 26 September to the end of 
the war. Perhaps the AEF did not win the war for the allies, but it provided 
the vital edge in manpower, with over 2 million American troops in France 
by the end of November. It was the anticipation of this steady accumulation 
of AEF troops that forced the German army into their ultimately ill-fated spring 
offensives. The arrival of the AEF produced an enormous psychological boost 
for the allies, and ensured an eventual allied victory, even if the raw and inex¬ 
perienced performance of the AEF in the field was understandably flawed 
at times. 

A second scene involves the Canadian Corps of tlie 1st Army, and their 
assault on the Canal du Nord on 27 September. Currie, the corps commander, 
planned a risky rush across the 2,600-yard dry part of the canal by two divi¬ 
sions, then a fan out by two more divisions. Despite efforts by his army com¬ 
mander General Home to get him to change the plan, Currie refused. The 
attack was launched at 5.20 a.m. (early attacks were now the rule, making use 
of darkness to shield the troops from machine guns), and relied heavily on 
the artillery. Counter-battery fire achieved an 80 per cent success rate, against 
230 German guns, while the zero hour creeping barrage paralysed the German 
defences. As one gunner noted; ’all you could see for miles and miles along 
the front was the flashing of guns, and Fritzie’s line sras a mass of smoke and 
bursting shells.’ The infantry found the canal no obstacle; jumping down to the 
dry bed they set up scaling ladders on the far side and clambered up the bank. 
Where there were not enough ladders, the men simply climbed on each other’s 
shoulders. 

Few tanks were available, so machine guns were suppressed by the barrage 
and by Lewis guns and rifle fire. By evening, most objectives had been reached. 
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The arrival of large 
numbers of US troops in 
1918 re-energIzed 
France, and the two 
armies served alongside 
each other in the 
counter-attack on the 
Marne on 18 July. To 
battle-weary French 
soldiers, the Americans 
seemed enthusiastic 
and fit, but also naive. 
Pershing wondered 
whether the British and 
French had lost their 
offensive spirit. 



Facing: Canadian troops 
advancing through the 
ruins of Cambrai on 9 
October 1918. Allied 
Infantry had entered 
Cambrai during the 
night, and now the main 
concern was to defuse 
mines and booby traps, 
as well as fighting fires 
that may have been set 
by German demolition 
teams. 


and the ('anal du Nortl line wa.*? broken. (Jemian tiefence was patcln’, and morale 
was low in some areas. One ohserv'er recalled ‘As the barrage was lifting back 
like the rolling away of a mist I could see (Armans coining on the run toward our 
lines and lifting their hands to each num they met.’ A Cierman prisoner shouted 
in English to his captors: ‘You tlon’t know it. but the war’s oser.’ This was clearly 
premature since the next day saw German counter-attacks, and, as the Canatlian 
('orps stniggled forward in somewhat disorganized attacks o\er the next few 
days, the German machine gun defence often dec-iinated them. 'We have ne\-er 
known the Boche fight harder.’ wrote C'lirrie on 4 Octolier, iilthoiigh Cambrai fell 
by 9 October. The fighting was reiJh' attrition warfare, and the Cimadian ('orps 
t(Kik 30,806 casualties between 22 August iuul 11 Octolier. 'This stage of the war 
\sas being won, but at a high cost. 

A third scene concerns the key olTensis e by tlie 4th Army on the Hindenburg 
and Beaurevoir lines, including the Saint-Quentin canal, on 29 September. The 
attack was organized by the Australian Coqis commander. Monash, whose 
corps formed part of the 4th Army. Like the (]anal du Nord, Monash planned 
an ambitious 6,ooo-yanl dash across the narrow covered portion of the canal by 
two American divisions, and then a fan-out, as well as a drive through the c-entre 
by two Australian divisions who would leapfrog through the Americans and 
capture the final Beaurevoir line. Unhappv with the plan, Rawlinson doubled 
the frontage to 10,000 yards bv including 46 Division to the south, who would 
have to cross the vv'ater-lilled portion ofthe canal by means of life rafts, life belts, 
ladders, boats, and ropes. Then, 32 Division would pass through and exploit. 
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Rawlinson also nearly doubled the number of tanks allotted, to 162 (general 
headquarters had reserved most of the tanks for the 4th Army), and added 
Whippet tanks and armoured cars. Because the Hindenburg line featured five 
lines of trenches, which were heavify wired, the artilleiy preparation by 1,637 guns 
would be deliberate, over four da)^, in order to cut wire, break down defences, 
especially opposite 46 Division, and suppress enemy artillery and machine guns. 
Also used for the first time by the BEF were 30,000 BB shells (mustard gas). 
Finally, a captured map of the German defences gave the ar tille ry a valuable 
number of specific tai^ets. 

Across most of the covered part of the canal at 5.50 a m. on 29 September, 
the heavy creeping barrage and the tanks helped the infantry to gain their 
objectives. But the later leapfrog Australian divisions faced heavy machine gun 
fire, as reported by tank B53 at 6.30 p.m. on 29 September; ‘During my progress 
the front of the tank was swept by a hail of MG bullets from numerous posi¬ 
tions both in the trench positions in front of [Cabaret Wood] Farm and from 
the Farm itself... My left gun using case shot knocked out a MG & gunners 
in rear of trench, my right gun using steel shot kept down fire of MGs and 
Field Guns & I observed many hits from my own front Machine Gun among 
the enemy in trench. During my progress... my tank was hit twice in the 
R. Sponson, taking the door away’ In fact, it was not unusual for there to be 
200 German machine guns or more covering individual villages and strong 
points, and these could rarely be destroyed by the artillery. So it was up to the 
tanks or infantry to deal with these formidable defences. Further south, the 
unusual crossing of the water-fiUed canal by 46 Division was a remarkable feat 
of arms. Assisted by a very good creeping barrage, and dense mist, the leading 
infantry brigade cleared its way to the canal and then stormed across, followed 
by other brigades and 32 Division. Then, for the next six days, the battle con¬ 
tinued, with too much rush and too many uncoordinated attacks, so that losses 
were heavy. Indeed, between 8 August and 5 October, the Australian Corps, as 
part of the 4th Army, had taken 25,588 casualties, and there was Australian 
resistance to their constant attack role. Thus they were withdrawn from the 
line on 5 October. 

Ludendorff seeks 

an armistice 


With the breaking of the Hindenbui^ line and other defences by the late 
September offensives, the alhes moved into the final stage of the war on the 
western front. But already on 28 September, Ludendorff had decided that 
an armistice was necessary to save his dwindling army and Field Marshal 
Hindenburg agreed. That same day, Germany’s ally Bulgaria had asked for an 
armistice following the battle of Monastir-Doiron. Then, in late October, the 
Italian front, stable since the failed Austrian Piave offensive in June, went into 
action. The joint Italian-French-Biitish offensive of 24 October saw a double en¬ 
velopment at Vittorio Veneto that hastened the Austrians to defeat and an 
armistice on 3 November. Turk^ also agreed to peace terms, on 30 
October. 
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Germany’s allies were falling fast, but on the western front there was still the 
final stage of the pursuit from mid-October to the eventual armistice line. The 
enemy went into a general retreat, especialtyinfrontofdte BEF’s ist, 3rd, and 
4th Armies. Normally, there was a daily German retreat, with German field and 
heavy guns covering each other’s retirements, while machine guns, single guns, 
and mortars covered the infantry withdrawal. The allied response was to rely on 
their artillery, as one officer wrote: 'The Infantry have no difficulty in reaching 
their objectives up to the limits of the creeping barrage. The Germans are then 
captured, killed, or have retreated to the nract offensive line, possibly 6,000 yards 
in die rear. The Infantry then advance this far... and are then brought to a stand¬ 
still against the next line .’ Allied problems included logistics, and war-weariness, 
as a soldier from the French 5 Division recalled; ‘Everyone was depressed, 
because we knew that the Boches had asked for an armistice and we were 
hoping that news would come before our turn came to go back in line. Alas, 
there was none, and each of us, feeling the end near, was afraid of dying so close 
to the end,’ And from the German side, on 18 October, Crown Prince Rupp- 
recht wrote that his troops were no longer dependable, and artillery was being 
lost ‘from lack of horses’. 

At last, at 11 a.m. on 11 November 1918, the guns fell silent. It was on the 
western front that the war had been won, but how had these allied victories 
come about? The answers are reasonably simple, and are listed in order of 
importance. First, the cumulative effects of attrition on the German army 
had been critical, for they could afford to lose fewer soldiers than the allies. 
The allied offensives of 1916 and 1917 had played their part in fatally weak¬ 
ening the German army. Then, ironically, the German army never recovered 
from their own spring 1918 offensives, where their best men were lost, and 
which undermined German morale once and for all. Further German losses 
in igi8 led to a total of around 1.76 million casualties between 21 March and 
11 November, including a large number of Germans unwilling to go on 
fighting. The German army actually ran out of men, while the allies were con¬ 
tinually increasing manpower through the American build-up. The German 
army was defeated through attrition and exhaustion. 

The second reason for allied victory was the allied superiority in technology 
and material. Whether in artillery, ammunition supplies, tanks, planes, Lewis 
guns, rifle grenades, machine guns, food supplies, rail fines, or even horses, 
the allies were irresistibly superior. Even before the German spring offensives, 
the German army on the western front could mount only 14,000 total guns 
against 18,500 allied guns, 3,760 planes versus 4,500, and 10 tanks against 800. 
Perhaps the key weapon in 1918 was artillery, and here there was no shortage 
of allied ammunition, as one British official historian wrote; ‘forcTOry shell the 
enemy sent over, he received ten or twenty back. In the bombardments... of 
the summer and autumn of 1918, the British artiUeiy dominated to such an 
extent tliat the enemy retaliation was largely blind.’ Thus the greatest 
twenty-four-hour expenditure of shell during the war by the BEF occurred 


287 




The 42nd Battalion 
(Royal Highlanders of 
Canada) approach the 
outskirts of Mons on 10 
November 1918. as 
civilians escape. 
Despite this orderly 
scene, the Germans 
strongly defended the 
city. But by daybreak on 
11 November, Canadian 
troops reached the 
centre of Mans, and 
heard then that an 
armistice had been 
reached for 11 a.m. 


between 28 and 29 September 1918, when 945.052 rounds were fired. In the 
French armv in inidsuinmer, the average tlaily shell exf>enditiire of the 75-min. 
field giin wsLs 280,000 per day. The German ann\- was simply worn down by 
allied material snperiorih'. 

Tlien, if a turning point can lx? found in 1918, it was the French counter- 
offensive at the Manie. followed by the Amiens offensive. Here are the origins 
of the thirtl reason forsictoiy, namelv, tacticid change. Nowtlie French and British 
armies perfected the art of cwnbined-arms warfare, using sui^irise, unregistered 
artillerv barrages, effective coimter-batterv fire, pliLS tanks, planes, iuid the infantrv' 
in open formations. Despite this, better tactics did not pres'ent heavy casualties; 
indeed they were more severe than is generally acknowledged. From i July to 
15 September, the French army lost 7,000 officers and neiu'lv 272,000 men. 
British casualties from August to October were around 300,000. As an e.xample 
of comparative severitv, the Canadian Corps, betw'een August and November, 
suffered 30,089 casualties in 1916, largely at the Somme; 29,725 in 1917, largely 
at Passchendaele; and 49,152 in 1918. Therefore 1918 may well have seen 
the hardest fighting of the w'ar even as allied forces used the new combineKl- 
anns tactics. 
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Finally, what were the relative achievements of the allied armies in 1918 on 
the western front? During this period, the BEF captured 188,700 pri.soners 
and 2.840 giin,s; the French army captured 139,000 prisoners and 1,880 guns; 
the AEF captured 43,300 prisoners and 1,421 guns; and the Belgian army 
captured 14,500 prisoners and 474 guns. These final statistics may fairly rep¬ 
resent the respective 1918 contributions to victory of the main allied armies 
in France. 


Artillery was the major 
killer of the war and Its 
heavier calibres—like 
this 15-inch howitzer— 
its most decisive 
weapon. Most artillery 
fire was indirect, that is 
to say that batteries 
could not see their 
targets. Much of France 
was resurveyed to 
enable accurate 
shooting from maps, and 
aerial observation, flash 
spotting, and sound 
ranging allowed the 
guns to fire without 
preliminary registration. 
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The peace 
conference 


The Peace 
Settlement 



ZARA STEINER 


T he Paris Peac-e Conference was officially opened on i8 January 1919. Dele¬ 
gations from thirtv-seven nations from clifTerent continents crowded into 
the French capital still living under wartime conditions. Large numbers 
of unofficial representatives and supplicants thronged the hotel corridors and a 
press corps over 500 strong appeared to rec'ord the proceedings for world con¬ 
sumption. Woodrow W’il.son’s Fourteen Points had caught the European imagin¬ 
ation iuid the American president was the hero of the hour. Wiu'-weary people 
welc-omed the prospects of peace and prosperity embocbed in the American 
dream. Peace had retumetl to the western fronts but elsewhere the fighting 
continued. The defeat and collapse of three great empires created c-onditions of 
anarch\’ and revolution in their former territories. Neither old Russia nor the 
Soviet Union was present at the peace-making, though, like Banquo’s ghost, tlie 
threat of a Bolshecik tide o\'er Europe hovered over the peace table. Old and 
new states seized neighbouring territories. Civil war raged in Russia ajid in its 
bonlerlands. \\liere allied troops were .still in place, the peace could be enforced, 
but large parts of Europe were left beyond the victor’s reach. 

Despite a good deal of pre-conference preparation in London, \\'a.shington, 
and Paris, the actual organization of the meetings was chaotic. The Council of 
Ten, with two representatives of the major victor powers, Britain, France, Italy, 
Japan, and the United States, proved too unwieldy and in mitl-March an infonnal 
Council of Four emerged with Lloyd George. Georges Clemenceaii, Woodrow 
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During the war, 
Pontavert, a commune 
on the river Aisne, was 
directly behind the 
French tront overlooked 
by the Chemin des 
Dames. In 1919 its 
inhabitants began to 
return but had to make 
do with temporary 
housing. 


Wilson, and Vittorio Orlando, the leiust influential of the four, conferring on the 
main is.siies to lx-* decided. In an ad hoc and piece-meal manner, assisted by 
commissions, committees, and personal adnsers. the ‘Big Three’ took the major 
decisions embodied in the peac-e treaties. 

It was due to the prestige and poptilarih- of Wootlrow Wilson and the allied 
recognition of the iinportanc-e of American power that the plenaiy' conference 
at its second meeting set up a commission, under Wilson's chairmanship, to 
consider the proposed League of Nations. The Covenant, liased on an Anglo- 
Americiui draft, created an institutionalized form of ctillective action by the 
sovereign states to keep the peace and, as a .secondan' c-oncem, to encourage 
international co-operation for scx'ial and economic welhur*. Intenderl to replace 
the failed balance of power, the heart of the new ss'stem lay in Articles lo and 11 
calling on League members to respect anil preserve the territorial integritv' and 
political independence of all other member states and to make war or the threat 
of war against an\’ state a matter for conc“eni and action for the League. Articles 
12 to 17 described the procedures anti sanctions that could be tiiken against an 
aggressor. War was not outlawed but delas'ed for three months so that inter¬ 
national opinion could be mobilized. The Co\enant embraced the ideals of a 
collec-tive seciiritv sj'stem’, a term usetl only in the 1930s, but did not create a 
super-state and was intended to operate in a world of sosereign nations. 

From its inception, the League, though a success at the ideological box office, 
prosed unacceptable to those who would hase to make the system work. The 
American Senate rejected the Covenant and tlie Treats' of Versailles in which it 
was contained. The Wilsonian institution failed to attract the support of either 
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the British or French ^n'emments. Lloyd Geot^e, anxious to assuage the strong 
pro-League currents in Britain, embraced the League but had little affection for 
it and used other means of personal diplomacy to achieve his aims. The French 
wanted a strengthened vigors’ council backed by a permanent military force. 
Unable to prevail, the sceptical Clemenceau, without any confidence in the 
power of international c^jinion but aware of the need to respond to the changes 
in the international system, placed his hopes in securing more tangible guaran¬ 
tees of French security. The incorporation of the Covenant in each of the Paris 
peace treaties and die temporary exclusion of the ex-enemy nations identified 
the new institution widi the victors' peace and the status quo, fuelling die 
German sense of Wilson s ‘betrayal’ and intensifying Soviet hostility towards the 
new institution. 

Whether a collective security system could have worked at all is highly ques¬ 
tionable but the subsequent behaviour of the member states underlined its fun¬ 
damental weaknesses even before it became established and was tested. Tlie 
creation of the League, seen by many people as the chief achievement of the 
conference, became, none the less, a new feature of the international order and 
left its mark on both statesmen and their publics. The promise of disarmament 
and collective protection against agression gave substance to the WOsonian 
claim of a war to end all wars. Unfortunately, like the balance of power, the new 
system relied on the willingness of the sovereign states to apply its provisions, 
and. in the last resort, to fight to enforce them. 


With the Covenant in place, the main tasks of peacemaking could begin. The 
TVeaty of Versailles signed on 28 June 1919 in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, 
five years to the day since the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, was the most 
important of the five peace treaties concluded in Paris. 

Clemenceau, Lloyd George, and Woodrow Wilson, as well as their fiercely 
Germanophobe publics, held Germany responsible for the war and insisted on 
punishment. No one believed that Germany could be destroyed but none was 
prepared for a ‘soft peace’. Like Clemenceau, Lloyd George thought the war a 
‘crime against humanity’, while Woodrow Wilson’s conception of justice, con¬ 
trary to German expectations, contained a strong punitive element. Conciliation 
could only foUow punishment. Beyond these shared assumptions, the three 
leaders differed dramatically in their aims. Hie 78-year-old Clemenceau was 
singularly focused on the future security of France and sought guarantees that 
would protect his country against its more populous and economically powerful 
neighbour. Convinced that Germany would again challenge the peace, he sought 
a security structure that would readjust the pre-war balance between Germany 
and France in the latter’s favour. Ever tlie supreme realist, he knew tliis could 
not be achieved without American and British underwriting. He was not without 
hope that a new security structure might emerge with a constrained Germany as 
an active member. Lloyd Geoi^, having secured Britain’s major naval and colo¬ 
nial aims at German expense before the conference opened, was concerned not 


just with the punishment of Germany but with the future stability of continental 
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Europe. While acknowledging France’s claims for securih; he sotighl a just 
peace’ that the Germans could accept. There were to be no new sources of 
enmity created by the peace, no new Alsace-Lorraines that would serv'e as pro¬ 
vocations for future wars. Too harsh a peace would destabilize the German gov¬ 
ernment and bring revolution and impoverishment. Britain needed the return 
of a prosperous Germany to the concert of Europe if his country was to pursue 
its paramount imperial and economic ambitions. The prime minister, in his ele¬ 
ment in Paris, .sought to broker a peace that would eventually establish a con¬ 
tinental balance of power that Britain would not be c-alled upon to maintain. 
The key to Woodrow \\'ilson’s thinking lay in the creation of the new League 
of Nations. A democratic and pacific Gennanv would be welcomed into the 
League and into the liberal world trading .system which was its economic 
equivalent. If Wilson had been a better negotiator, he might have secured a 
more libend treats’, but lie proved willing to sacrifice some of the principles 
enunciated in tlie Fourteen Points in the c-onfident belief that the League 
would correct the mistakes of the peacemakers. 


Allied officers trying to 
get a view of the 
proceedings In the Hall 
of Mirrors.The rooms 
and terraces were 
crammed with people 
from the many 
delegations represented 
at the peace conference. 
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The Treaty of Versailles represented a victory for the French demands for 
security modified in the face of British concerns for continental stability and 
Wilsons preoccupation with self-determiiration and the League of Nations. This 
was not a 'Cartha^nian peace’, as J. M. Karnes asserted in his brilliant, highly 
influential, and misleading polemic The Economic Consequences of the Peace, 
published in 1919. Germaity was not dismembered nor was its capacity for revival 
destroyed. The country remained basically intact and potentially, given the dis¬ 
appearance of the empires on its borders, the most powerful state on die con¬ 
tinent. The treaty terms were harsh but not unduly so given the length and 
destructiveness of the war and the completeness of the allied victory. 

Clemenceau won a number of his key objectives. Germany was disarmed; its 
army restricted to 100,000 men and its navy reduced to little more than a coastal 
defence force. It was not permitted any military aircraft. It suffered territorial 
losses, some 13 per cent ofits pre-war territory, between 6.5 and 7 million people, 
and all of its overseas territories. On its northern and western frontiers, apart 
from the loss of Alsace-Lorraine and the Saarland, the territorial changes were 
modest, with three small territories ceded to Bel^um and a small strip of northern 
Schleswig given to neutral Denmark altera plebiscite. In the east, the losses were 
more considerable and included Memel, Danzig, a small part of Upper Silesia to 
Czechoslovakia, and, after a much disputed plebiscite, two-thirds of the rest of 
Upper Silesia to Poland. It was the territories lost to the reconstituted Poland 
whicli were the most repugnant to many Germans and judged in igig as the 
most objectionable part of the treaty. 

Clemenceau, who considered the territorial changes, apart from the dis¬ 
armament provisions, the most important gains for France, was forced to com¬ 
promise over the Rhineland, the Saar, and the Polish frontiers. He had to 
abandon, mainly due to Lloyd George’s opposition, his demand for the detach¬ 
ment of the Rhineland from Germany, considered by Marshal Foch as the key 
to France’s future security. After a considerable struggle, he settled for a demili¬ 
tarized left bank and strip on the right bank of the river and a fifteen-year allied 
occupation of this demilitarized zone. Provision was made for withdrawals in 
five-year intervals tied to German execution of the treaty terms. Lloyd George, 
highly suspicious of French hegemonic ambitions in the region, argued that 
the detachment of the Rhineland from Germany would make impossible the 
re-establishment of any equilibrium in Europe. He engineered the deal by 
which Clemenceau’s retreat would be compensated by parallel Anglo-American 
guarantees to France in case of unprovoked German aggression. It was not 
untypical of the prime minister’s tactics that at the last moment the British 
offer was made contingent on American ratification. When the Senate rejected 
the treaty, the British guarantee lapsed. Tlie French spent most of the inter¬ 
war period seeking a replacement. Clemenceau recognized the dangers at the 
time and pressed for concessions that would prolong occupation or provide for 
re-occupation should the Germans fail to fulfil their treaty or reparation obliga¬ 
tions. He felt, however, that the chief guarantee for France’s safety lay with the 
future support of Britain and the United States. Nonetheless, well before these 
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much desired guarantees lapsed, Clemenceaus rrtreat over the Rhineland was 
sharply criticized in France. None of the Big Three \ras happy with the com¬ 
promise, which unusually in this treaty involved some measure of enforcement 
if its terms were kept. 

Clemenceau also lost the battle over the Saarland in the face of President 
Wilson’s strong objections to its annexation by France. It was Lloyd George who 
convinced the reluctant president to accept a compromise. Germany ceded sov¬ 
ereignty of the Saarland to the League of Nations and tlie ownersliip of its valu¬ 
able mines to France. A plebiscite would be held in fifteen years; if the 
Saarlanders voted to rejoin Germany, they would have to repurchase the mines 
from France. Clemenceau, who recognized the case for self-determination, 
thought the Saarlanders would vote for a return to France. Whether the French 
object was to gain a major economic advantage at German expense or to revive 
pro-French sentiment in tlie hope of regaining the territory, or possibly both, 
the bargain gave Clemenceau less than he wanted but more than Wilson was 
willing to concede. 

The dispute over the Polish borders was fought out mainly between Clemen¬ 
ceau and Lloyd George. The French had taken up the Polish cause for entirely 
practical reasons. With the collapse of the tsarist state and the success of the 
Russian Revolution, France looked to the creation of a large and strong Poland 
as an essential part of its 'harri^re de Test’ intended to contain Germany expan¬ 
sionism and the spread of Bolshevism. Wilson’s thirteenth point endorsed the 
concept of an independent Poland with access to the sea. Like a later president 
in another great war, Wilson had an important bloc of Polish-Americans to sat¬ 
isfy, but he also believed in the need to reconstitute Poland and wa.s sympathetic 
to the Polish cau.se. Lloyd George was a reluctant convert to Polish independ¬ 
ence and his latent anti-Polish sentiments were fanned by the a^ressive behav¬ 
iour and the inflated demands made the Polish statesmen in Paris. He felt 
that the creation of a large Poland involving the incorporation of relatively 
large numbers of Germans was a recipe for future disaster. This was one of the 
few cases where the prime minister rejected the recommendations of the terri¬ 
torial committees and was able, with Wilson’s grudging consent, to make some 
changes in their proposals. Danzig became an autonomous state under League 
control but incorporated within the Polish customs area and its foreign policy 
placed under Polish control. During the June debates over the final revisions of 
the draft treaty, Lloyd George managed to arrange for the plebiscite in Upper 
Silesia. The Polish problem was complicated by the unstable situation along 
Poland’s eastern frontiers. Only a Polish—Soviet vrar and the Treaty of Riga of 
March 1921 settled the Russo-Polish border. Poland, by far the largest of the 
successor states and inevitably a multinational country, included 260 square 
miles of German territory. East Prussia, the heartland of Junker power, was iso¬ 
lated from the rest of Germany \fy the newly created ‘Polish Corridor’ consisting 
of parts of Poznaii and West Prussia and ^ving Poland access to tire sea. Germany 
would lose 3 million people, not all of German stock, and an additional number 
when Upper Silesia was divided in 1922. Not onfy did many Germans refuse to 
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The first members of the 
German delegation 
arrive atVaucresson, 
near Versailles.They 
were presented with the 
terms of the draft treaty 
on 7 May and permitted 
only to make ‘practical 
suggestions' in writing. 


accept the new PolLsh settlement but subsequent BritLsh governments believed 
that the fiittire re\ision of the eastern frontiers was inevitable. Neither the pro¬ 
hibition of Aiischluss at French insistence, nor the agreed incorporation of the 
German-speaking Siidetenlanders into Czec-hoslovalda, aroused the same pas¬ 
sions as Poland. The.se decisions were hardly in accord with the principles of 
self-determination or popular .sovereigntv, but British and American protests 
were muted or non-existent and German feelings less engaged over tlie former 
subjects of AiLstria-Hungary than their own. 

The peacemakers, as was to l>e expected after the new’ kind of war they liad 
fought, were acutelv’ aware of the economic dimensions of the .settlement. CJer- 
manv was deprived of more than lo per cent of its pre-war resources, including 
basic raw materials, and subjected to commercial and ec-onomic restrictions, 
mainly of a temporary nature. The latter formed part of a broader French 
strategy to improve Frances position at Gennan expense but proved accept¬ 
able to the British and Americans. Most unexpectedlv, the allied reparation 
demands became the most <Iifficult and contentious problem faced bv the Big 
Three. Wilson, with no demands to make, wanted (German liability for war costs 
strictly limited to damage <lone to civilians and their property, and secured a 
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pre-conference agreement along these lines. In Paris he sought a reasonable 
sum to he set and paid within a fixed period of time. At the same time, the 
president rejected as totallx’ unacceptable allied demands that reparations and 
the S10.3 billion allied debt owed to the United States be linked, thereby weak¬ 
ening the American bargaining position. Both Clemenceau and Lloyd George, 
who faced greater domestic pressure over reparations than any other question, 
were intent on securing the restitution demanded bv their publics. Paradoxic¬ 
ally, in view of their later quarrels, it was Britain rather than France which 
swelled the reparation bill bv insisting that pensions be included in the overall 
sum and Lloyd CJeorge rather than Clemenceau who rejected compromise 
demands that were within the realm of the possible. Lloyd George backed the 
swollen figures proposed by his personally appointed delegates even when 
warning at Fontainebleau in March igjg of the dire coaserpiences of demanding 
too much from the Gennans. Though Clemenceau s advisers were divided in 
their views, the French would have preferrerl either the c-ontinuation of allied 
vviLrtime agreements or a war debt settlement, to a high reparation bill. They 
even tried, unsuccessfully, for a broader reparation and industrial arrangement 
with the (iermans which would have benefited France without the difficulties 
involved in a transfer of reparation funds. Nonetheless, between the French 
determination to secure the compensation due them and the British effort to 
secure «ls large a share of the indemnitv' sis possible, the sums demanded of 
CJermany appearetl impossibly high. Unable to reach agreement on either war 
costs or Germany’s capacitv' to pav', the three leaders agreed to {>ostjxme any 
decision until ig2i when an inter-allied commission would settle the issue. In 
the interim Germany was to pav 20.000 gold marks ($5 billion) in ciush and 
kind. Wilson was defeated in his attempt to secure an overall fixed sum and a 
thirtv-year time limit on payments. 



In 1919, British and 
allied troops were 
stationed inTurkish 
towns to prevent fighting 
between ethnic factions. 
This photograph was 
taken in Adana, formeriy 
an Armenian centre, by 
Charies Bean. He had 
returned with an 
Austraiian Historicai 
Mission charged with 
the coiiection of reiics 
from Gallipoli and with 
recording the Anzac 
beaches in paintings 
and photographs. 
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The settlement of 

80uth*easteni 

Europe 


The reparation clauses were denounced in Germany and created conster¬ 
nation in the American and British deleg^ons, provoking in the latter case 
Keynes’s condemnatory bocJc. The decision for postponement was a major error 
of judgement. Lloyd George hoped this would satisfy the immediate public 
demand for high reparations while providing time for tempers to cool and more 
rational terms to emerge. Instead, with tire American withdrawal from the peace 
settlement, postponement produced prolonged arguments between France and 
Britain and a continual battle with die Germans, who were determined to pay as 
little as they could. Reparations became the post-peace battleground, and the 
symbol and even die reality of the Franco-German struggle for the future 
control of Europe. 

Another major error in the reparation section of the treaty, Article 231, had 
equally dama^ng consequences for its enforcement. In a treaty designed to 
conciliate as well as punish, the so-called war guilt clause was bound to provoke 
and enrage die Germans. Following an American recommendation, the article 
was intended to distinguish between Germany’s moral responsibility for the war 
and its consequences, thereby satisfying allied domestic opinion, and its limited 
legal liability for reparations. Tlie Germans used the charge that Germany and 
her allies (die clause was included in each of the Paris peace treaties) bore the 
sole responsibility for the war to attack not only tlie reparation clauses but also 
the ethical basis of the whole treaty. In a short time, the attack won die support 
of large sections of the public in Britain and the United States. Inadvertendy, 
the peacemakers provided the Germans with a powerful weapon to undermine 
the moral justification of the peace. 

With the exception of Orlando, the Council of Four took less interest in the 
setdements of south-eastern Europe and tended to accept the recommenda¬ 
tions of the territorial committees in drawing up the new frontiers. Both the 
British and die Americans strongly supported the application of the principles of 
self-determination while France favoured the creation of strong successor states 
as part of its ‘eastern barrier’ that was to provide a substitute for the lost Russian 
alliance. As in the German case, nationality could not be adopted as the only 
guide in drawing up frontiers. There were wartime promises to Italy, Romania, 
and Greece to be honoured or ignored: the Italian demands for the northern 
frontier on the Brenner Pass and its conflicts with Yugoslavia over Dalmatia and 
Istria proved the most disputatious and divisive of these quarrels. A disappointed 
Orlando returned home to face the charge of having signed a 'mutilated peace’. 
The peacemakers, moreover, were not responsible for the ‘balkanization’ of east 
central Europe, which took place before the conference met. They could only 
ratify the result of national revolutions and sort out frontiers and quarrels. Three 
new stales, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Yu^islavia, were in existence before 
igig. Along Russia’s western and southern bonders, seven other states claimed 
their independence, Finland, Estonia, Latvia. Lithuania, and the more short¬ 
lived republics of Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia. After continuous debate, 
it was agreed to do nothing about Russia/Soviet Union. Faced with a continuing 
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civil war in Russia, the door to talks was neither opened nor shut. The night¬ 
mares of Bolshevik revolutions outside Russia, given reality in Budapest, began 
to subside during the conference but the fear remained. Given Russia’s absence 
from the peace conference, the civil war, and the border conflicts, there could 
be no decisions about frontiers in the east. 

The Treaty of Saint-Germain-en-Laye with Austria, lo September 1919, the 
Treaty of Neuilly with Bulgaria, 27 November 1919, and the Treaty of Trianon 
with Hungary on 4 June 1920 were concluded after Wilson and Lloyd George 
had left Paris and were dealt with by the lesser hghts. The three treaties, mod¬ 
elled on the Treaty of Versailles, contained tlie Covenantof the League of Nations, 
and si milar war responsibility, reparation, and disarmament demands. In distinc¬ 
tion to the German treaty, each recognized the kingdom of the Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes {the name Yugoslavia became olBcial only in 1929) and contained pro¬ 
visions providing protection for ethnic, rebgious, and linguistic minorities. Aus¬ 
tria became little more than a rump state with a population of 8 million people 
and a highly precarious economic future. Forbidden Anschluss, the Austrian 
boundary with Germany followed pre-war lines. Italy and the successor states 
benefited from the divisions of her former territories. Tlie Hungarian treaty was 
delayed because of the Bela Kun revolution of 21 March 1919 and the inability of 
the peace-makers to decide what to do about it. It was only after the Romanians, 
acting independently, occupied the capital and were eventually persuaded to 
leave, that a final settlement with the Hungarians could be concluded. Hungary 
lost two-thirds of its pre-war territory and one-third of its Magyar population as 
well as many other nationalities over which it had so ruthlessly ruled. Though 
more economically viable than Austria, Hungary suffered from tlie fragmented 
way in which its settlement evolved. Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Romania 
each benefited at its e)q)ense. Not only did Hungary become one of the most 
bitter enemies of the peace settlement but the Hungarian minorities beyond its 
borders felt deeply aggrieved and kept the flames of revisionism alive. The Bul¬ 
garians, too, fell hard done Ity in ethnic terms, though, apart from the loss of 
Tlirace to Greece, which blocked Bulgarian access to die sea, relatively little ter¬ 
ritory was lost. The TVeaty of Neuilly was unique in that an actual sum for repar¬ 
ations was included, £90 million, later lo be much reduced. 

Great Power interests, strategic and economic, and wartime promises to 
allies were not the only reasons why the principles of self-<letermination could 
not be consistendy applied. The experts on the territorial committees had to 
consider economic and strategic viability as well as ethnic loyalties if the new 
states were to survive. Few in 1919, or at any time after, fiilly appreciated the 
racial complexity of eastern Europe. It was impossible to draw boundaries to 
conform to national lines. More people than before 1914 lived under govern¬ 
ments of their own nationality but many of die dissatisfied nationalities in the 
old empires became the dissatisfied minorities of the new states. It is to their 
credit that, apart from the Turco-Greek exchange, few in 1919 considered the 
forced movement of populations. The triumph of national principles fed nation¬ 
alist and revisionist movements among the discontented, and new conflicts 
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British press 
correspondents watching 
allied topographers 
drawing the new 
territorial boundaries of 
post-1919 Europe. 
Trentino, a mainly Itallan- 
speaklng part of Austria- 
Hungary, was given to 
Italy, fulfilling the allied 
promises of 1915. 


between neighbours were actually created by the peace treaties. The League of 
Nations mechanism contained in the minorit)' treaties, which Poland, Czeclio- 
slovakia, Yugosla\ia, Romania, and Greece, as well as others, were obligetl to 
.sign, repre.sented a first step towards the recognition of national rights but 
c-oiild not giianmtee them. The establishment of democratic forms of govern¬ 
ment in the successor states pros ed all t(X) short-li\ ed and where they sunived. 
as in Czechoslovakia, the\' did not lead to the redress of minority grievances. 
WTiile the treaties provitled opportunities for economic integration, nationalist 
currents blocked co-operation to tlie detriment of all. 


Turkey and the In 1919. the British and French empires reachetl their zenith. Self-determination 
Treat)’ of Sevres wls not extended to the extra-European work!, though some recognition was 
given to the responsibilities of the nilers to those they nJed. The mandates solu¬ 
tion represented a nod in the Wlsonian direction; at lx*st it broadened rather 
than challengetl the basis of colonial nile. The Japanese effort to include a racial 
eqiuilitx’ clause in the C'osenant was opposed bv the United States as well as 
Britain. It is tnie that the new emphasis on nationalist principles had its effects 
in India and E^pt. in the new mandates, and in (^hina, where the grant of 
Shantung to Japim on 4 May producetl one of tlie first demonstrations of C'hinese 
nationalism and the Chinese rejection of the Treat)’ of \’ersailles. In Tiirkes', the 
Nationalists, abb’ letl b\' Mustafa Kemal, thwarted allied plans for the division of 
the Turkish heartland and established their own republic. Despite the roles of 
the Unitexl States anti Japan in Paris, the extra-European settlements were 
distinctlv European in tlieir spirit and content. 
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The Treatv’ of Sevres, signed on lo August 1920, w’as the last, the most com¬ 
plicated, and the shortest-lived of the treaties of Paris. It marked a liigh point in 
European imperialism of the most old-fashioned land and represented a vast 
extension of British power and influence. The completeness of the Ottoman col¬ 
lapse, disputes l>etween would-be heirs, and divided coun.seLs in London explain 
wh)’ the peace was .so delayed. The long-time lapse proved fatal for Britain’s 
inflated ambitions and Greek dreams ofa ‘Greater Greece’. In March 1919 when 
the Italians, thwarted over Fiumi, threatened to take Smyrna the Greeks, sup¬ 
ported by the phiJhellene Lloyd George, occupied the port and eastern Thrace. 
It was the action at Smyrna that sparked the successful Kemalist resistance 
movement in the summer of 19x9. 

Tlxe Treatv of Sevres confirmed Turkev’s loss of all its Arab lands and their div- 
ision between Britain and France. The Hijaz, now named Saudi Arabia, Ixecaine 
independent under Sharif Hussein of Mecca. After fierce quarrels between Lloyd 
Cieorge and Clemenceau which poisoned Anglo-French relations for years to 
come, it was agreed that Iraq (Mesopotomia) and Palestine would l>e British man¬ 
dates, and Syria and Lebanon French. Tlxe Balfour Declaration, endorsing a ‘na- 
tioixal home’ for tlxe Jews in Palestine, was included in the mandatory terms despite 
earlier British promises to the Arabs and the French. Tlxe British won control of 
Mosul with the French given a 25 per cent share of the oilfields. This division of tlxe 
spoils of war was not chiillenged by tlxe Nationalists thou^ relations Ixetween 
Britain aixd France, their mandates, and the independent states remaining under 
their influence were stormy. An imposed settlement left a troublesome legacy. 



TheTuAish delegation at 
Lausanne on 24 July 1923: 
Kemalist dignitaries are 
led by Minister ot Foreign 
Affairs Ismet Pasha, 
later ismet indnU. 
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A temporaty 
settlement only 


With regard to the rest of Turl«y, the drafters of the Treaty of Sevres ignored 
the success of the Kemalisls and reduced Turkey-in-Europe to a shadow of itself. 
Constantinople remained under Turkish sovereignty but most of its European 
territories were handed over to the Greeks along with the two Aegean islands. 
Anatolia was partitionedL with a separate agreement recognizing Italian and 
French special interests. An independent Armenia was created and an autono¬ 
mous Kurdistan recognized. The Straits would be open both in peace and war to 
ships of all countries except as the Council of the League of Nations decided 
otherwise. The allied powers would control the entire finances of the country 
and the hated capitulatory regime was confirmed and extended. 

Such terms could not be enforced. Mustafa Kemal defeated the Greeks in 
igaa and exploited the disunity of the allies to his advantage, cancelling French 
and Italian claims and leaving the British alone to defend Constantinople against 
the Nationalists. In October 1922, Lloyd George gave way and agreed to Kemal s 
demand for a new peace treaty. With the British withdrawal of troops from the 
Caucasus, Kemal joined In a partnership with the Soviet Union. Azerbaijan, 
Armenia (divided between the two powers), and Georgia came under Soviet 
rule. Tlie new Turkish treaty was signed at Lausanne on 24 July 1923. Turkey 
was freed from all capitulations, reparations, and military limitations except for 
a small demilitarized zone along the Straits. It regained possession of eastern 
Tlirace, lanir (Smyrna), and smne of the Aegean islands. Under Kemal’s leadership, 
Turkey became a force for stability in the region. The Treaty of Lausanne, the 
only peace treaty to he negotiated, was the most successful and enduring of the 
peace setdements. 

The Paris peace treaties were a disappointing end to a struggle of such propor¬ 
tions and such length. Marshal Foch was all too right when he said, ‘This is not 
peace; it is an Armistice for twenty years.’ It is commonly claimed that the 'IVeaty 
of Versailles was too harsh to conciliate Germany and too soft to restrain it. 
There was no way Germany could be punished and conciliated. It is difficult to 
believe that any allied peace woiJd have been acceptable to the Germans, who 
refused to face the re^ly of their defeat. It could be argued that, despite die 
American absence, if the French and British had stood together, the treaty 
might have been enforced; instead the former demanded strict compliance and 
the latter wanted appeasement and revision. The treaty was flexible enough to 
allow for re-interpretation and alteration. Tfie lack of harmony among the vic¬ 
tors and the slren^h of revisionist movements on both sides of the war divide 
tiirned the treaty into an uneaty truce which lasted, more or less, until Hitler’s 
attack on the territorial status quo. "Hie unique claims for a 'just peace’ were 
undermined by the sometimes specious arguments used to cloak the victors’ 
demands and the misjudgements made in justifying these demands in the treaty. 
Such clauses provided the arguments used to question the treaty’s legitimacy in 
Germany and abroad. Many of the weaknesses of the settlement were due less 
to utopian hopes than to the realities of the situation left by tlie war. The old bal¬ 
ance of power was destroyed and could not be restored. Germany was defeated 
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but remained potentially strong. The French were left too weak to maintain the 
artificial balance of 1919 without die assistance of their wartime partners. Moscow 
was never trusted; the Americans withdrew from any European security system 
and Britain preferred to restore Germany to the European concert than to 
underwrite the French. The power vacuum in parts of eastern Europe and the 
quarrels between the regional stales remained a future danger to any lasting 
peace. The often peripheral and ambiguous roles of the United States and the 
Soviet Union contributed to the instabilities of the settlement. It would take 
decades and another war before their potential strength was translated into 
actual power. Pre-war questions were left undecided while the war itself eroded 
the already unraveUing European order. Far ftom being utopian, the peace¬ 
makers recognized and responded to the strength of the nationahst movements 
in Europe if not beyond. The national frontiers drawn at Paris lasted until 
1938-9 and even then, with some notable changes, survived the periods of both 
Nazi and Soviet domination. The most recent upheavals in Europe bear witness 
to the persistence of nationalist aspirations. Even with regard to the League of 
Nations, the peacemakers were not just utopian dreamers. The impulse to create 
institutionalized forms of international co-operation is with us still despite the 
disappointments and failures of the last decades. Contemporary events suggest 
a more qualified judgement of the peace treaties than that offered by past gen¬ 
erations of historians. 
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CHAPTER 23 


A ‘post-war’ 
period? 


No End to War 



ROBERT GERWARTH 


D id the Great War end in November 1918? The answer to this question 
depends on geography: for the vast majority of combatants on the western 
front, the armistice of 11 Novemlwr brought an end to a war that had 
killed millions of soldiers and civilians. Most historians of the Great War would 
agree, however, that in the east the First World War was not followed l)y a 
period of peace. On the c-ontraiy: violenc'e continued on a massive scale in what 
is often (but rather misleadingly) referred to as the ‘inter-war’ periotl. Signifi¬ 
cantly, incidents of mass violence vv’ere most concentrated in the vast territories 
of the defeated centuries-old land empires of Europe: the Habsburg, Romanov, 
and Ottoman empires. Their disappearanc'e from the map provided the spac-e 
for the emergence of new and often nervously aggressive nation-states seeking 
to defend tlieir real or imagined bonlers tlirough unrestrained force. An exten¬ 
sive arc of post-war violence stretched from Finland and the Baltic States 
through Russia luid Ukraine, Poland, Austria, Hungarv', (>ermany, all the way 
through the Balkans and into Anatolia, the Caucasus, and the Middle East, with 
newly founded Czechoslovakia under President Tomas Masaryk remaining an 
exceptional island of peace. As early as 1919, the Russiim political economist ajid 
philoscjpher Piotr Struve observed that for people living in east-central Europe, 
the Great War was far from over: The world war ended fonnally with the con¬ 
clusion of the armistice... In fact, however, everything that we have experienced 
frc»m that point onvvanl, and continue to experience, is a continuation and a 
transformation of the world war.’ 

Wliat was distinct about the conflicts that enipted east of the river Rhine in 
1918 was that they occurred after a century in which European states had more or 
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less successfuUv managed to assert their monopoly on legitimate violence, in 
wliich national armies had become the norm, and in which the fundamentally 
important distinction between combatants and non-combatants had been codi¬ 
fied (even if it was frequently breached in practice). The post-war conflicts 
reversed that trend. In the absence of fimctioning states, militias of various polit¬ 
ical persuasions assumed the role of the national armv for them.selves while the 
lines between friends and foes, combatants and civilians, were far less clearly 
miu'ked than they had l>een during the Great \\’ar. Civil wars overlapped with 
revolutions, counter-revolutions, and border conflicts l>etween states without 
clearly defined frontiers or intemationallv recognized govenunents. Ciennan free¬ 
booters fought with (and against) Latvian and Estonian nationalists, Russian 
whites and reels clashed throughout the region while Polish, Ukrainian, and Lithu¬ 
anian armed bands fought over ill-defined borders. Other flashpoints of armed 
conflict included Fiume, Western and Eastern Anatolia, the Caucasus, Upper 
Silesia, the Burgenland, and the former Ottoman lands in what only now became 
known as the ‘Middle East'. The victorious powers of the Cireat War, Britain and 
Franc'e, were not immune to violence either, altliough their troubles were concen¬ 
trated in the colonies. Ireland gained independence after a bloody guerrilla war 
against regular iuul irregjilar British forces. Further afield, in Egypt, India, Iraq, 
Afgluuiistim. iUul Burma. Britsun responded to unrest with consitlerable force, 
while France cliil the same In Algeria, Syria, In<lo-('hina suid Morocco. 

But the greatest upheaval occurred in centra! and eastern Europe where 
the death toll of the short period behveen the Great Wars official end In 1918 
ami the Treaty of L<uisanne In 1923 was extraordinary: including those killed in 
the Russian Civil War, well over 4 million people lo.st their lives as a result of 



Smyrna, today's Izmir, 
was a predominantly 
Greek and Armenian city 
before the war. In 1919 
Venizelos, the Greek 
prime minister, claimed 
the coast of Asia Minor 
for a greater Greece, but 
on 9 September 1922 
Turkish forces regained 
control of Smyrna. 

Fire broke out in the 
Greek quarters on 
13 September and had 
destroyed them by the 
time it was extinguished, 
ten days later. Many 
Greeks died and the 
remainder were 
evacuated by the British 
navy to take up new lives 
in Greece. 
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civil wars or inter-ethnic struggles, not counting the millions of those who 
were e.’qielled and the refugees that fled the havoc unleashed in eastern and 
central Europe. 

The mind-boggluig complexitv’ of these conflicts makes it difficult to find 
straightforward explanations for the geographv and different levels of violence in 
■post-war’ Europe. At the inevitable risk of simplification, however, it is possible to 
identify tliree overarching factors: first, the Russian Revolution, Ivotli as a game- 
changer in international politics and as a fantasy that mobilized anti-revolutionaiy’ 
forces vv'ell bevond those countries where a triumph of Bolshevism was probable; 
secondly, the mobilizing power of defeat (or, in the case of Italy, the perception of 
a ‘mutilated victorv’’) in 1918 on the one hand, and the internally appeasing power 
of vic-tory on the other; and thirdly the consequences of the abrupt break-up of 
Europe's land empires and the inabilitv’ of the successor states to agree on borders 
witli tlieir neighlrours. Taken together, these overarching factors help to explain 
w'hv and how predominantly paramilitary violence became both a possibility and a 
grim reidily at this critical juncture in moilem history. 


The Russian 
Revolution and the 
fear of a European 
civil war 


■ 1917’ occupies a special place in the history of political violence, both in Russia 
and the rest of Europe. Alhough the Great War itself laid the foundation for 
the bnitaliziition of politics, for Ricssia and the majoritv’ of its population, the 
revolution of 1917 and tlie subsecjuent civil war constituted perhaps more 
immediately life-changing events. Violence was now both internalized and uni¬ 
versalized. Over the following years, up to five million people were recruited 
into the Red Army (of whom more than 700.000 died), and roughly one million 


Red Army soldiers pose 
in front of the 
headquarters building 
on the Voronezh front In 
1918, during the civil war 
with the Whites. They 
appear to be reading 
propaganda or 
newspapers rather than 
consulting maps. 
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men were drafted into the White Armies w^ere casualty rates may have been 
as high as 225,000. In addition, up to 1.3 million people perished as a result of 
Bolshevik repression and pacification measures, and up to 100,000 in conse¬ 
quence of the White terror. Disease wiped out up to an estimated further two 
million, including 280,000 Red Army scddiers. 

Nearly everywhere in the former territories of the Romanov empire, the civil 
war was unimaginably brutal and devoid of normative moral restraints. Although 
violence was indiscriminate, Jews were targeted particulaHy often and throughout 
the former Romanov lands. Fanned by the comparatively strong Jewish repre¬ 
sentation in tlie Russian Revolution, anti-Bolshevik movements were quick to 
stigmatize the 1917 revolution as the result of a Jewish conspiracy. This myth 
was first used for propaganda purposes by the ‘White’ Russian forces as they 
tried to orchestrate resistance against the Bolsheviks w^io otherwise had much 
more appealing promises (‘land, bread, liberation') to offer to new recruits. The 
anti-Judaeo-Bolshevik card gave the 'Whites’ at least something popular to iden¬ 
tify with and it quickly led to outbreaks of anti-Semitic violence tliroughout the 
former Romanov empire. In Kaunas and other Lithuanian towns, Jews were 
harassed, their shop windows smashed, and Yiddish inscriptions panted over. In 
western Russia and Ukraine, the situation was even worse as Jews bore the mur¬ 
derous hatred of anti-Bolshevism. Between June and December alone, some 
100,000 of them were murdered, notably by members of General Anton Deni¬ 
kin’s 'Volunteer Army’. Denikin’s men, however, were not alone in singling out 
Jews For murder: Ukrainian and Polish nationalist forces and various peasant 
armies also participated in the slaughter of Jews, usually in alcohol-fuelled pog¬ 
roms of which 934 were recorded in Ukraine alone in 1919- 

It did not take long before the notion of Jews as the main ‘beneficiaries’ of 
Bolshevism spread beyond the Russian borders. The fact that a relatively high 
number of Jews played prominent roles in the subsequent central European 
revolutions of 1918/19—Rosa Luxemburg in Berlin. Kurt Eisner in Munich, 
Bela Kun in Hungary, Victor Adler in Vienna—seemed to make such accusa¬ 
tions plausible, even for observers in Britain and France. One in three contem¬ 
porary French newspapers, for instance, attributed the Bolshevik revolution to 
Jewish influence. And in Britain, Winston Churchill wrote his infamous 1920 
article attributing blame for the continental European revolutions to the Jews; 
‘There is no need to exaggerate the part pl^ed in the creating of Bolshevism 
and in the actual bringing about erfthe Russian Revolution by these international 
and for the most part atheistic Jews. It is certainly a very great one; it probably 
outweighs all others.’ 

Such views were further fuelled by the broad international circulation of the 
forged Protocols of the Elders of Tion which was translated into western Euro¬ 
pean languages from 1919 onwards. Its raqjosure as a for^ry in 1921 did not 
reverse its enormous impact on the counter-revolutionary ima^nation. Yet the 
unholy marriage of anti-Semitism and anti-Bolshevism produced very different 
results in different European settings. It was onfy east of the river Rhine (and 
more dramatically east of the river Elbe), that anti-'Judaeobolshevism’ would 
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lead to the pogroms and mass murders of Jews that became such a stark and 
gruesome feature of European history until 1945. 

Yet despite the particular prominence of Jews among the victims of counter¬ 
revolutionary violence, the civil srar in Russia affected people of all ages, social 
groups, and both sejffis. There were several reasons for the eruption of the par¬ 
ticularly unrestrained and indiscriminate violence of the civil war; apart from 
ideological motivations for fighting an existential war against broadly defined 
internal enemies, and rival projects of nation-building in the former tsarist 
empire, the potential for ultra-violence was amplified by the wrenching scar¬ 
city of food. The chronic shortages in essential goods, caused by dislocations 
of war, depletion of reserves, distribution problems, escalated dramatically 
after 1917 and led to a raw struggle for collective and individual survival. The 
famine of 1921—2 affected between 22 and 30 million people. Famine deaths 
in the Volga region and the Ukraine are estimated at about one million each. 
Some authors even claim a total of five million. From 1917 onwards, hungry 
bands of deserters terrorized the countryside, prompting the mobilization of 
various peasant self-defence groups. These groups used the most extreme 
forms of violence in their dealings with the special forces of the Cheka, the 
political police, which returned the brutality in order to crush rebellious 
peasants. For many now caught In the unrestrained violence of civil war, the 
inability of any regime to bring security only escalated self-mobilization in 
local bands and ever more brut^ forms of resistance as well as reciprocal and 
emulatory violence. 

Within the complex amalgam of violent actors in post-revolutionaiy Russia, two 
groups in particular stood out in sheer size and by claiming to be the heir to the 
collapsed Russian imperial army as the sole legitimate bearer of arms: the Red 
Army and its "White’ adversaries. Even before the Red Army was officially formed, 
the so-called Red Guards, paramilitary volunteer formations consisting primarily 
of factory workers, soldiers, and sailors, challenged tlie state’s monopoly on legit¬ 
imate violence in the waning days of the Romanov Empire before being reorgan¬ 
ized into the Red Army in 1918. The Red Guards—soon to be copied by Finnish, 
Estonian, Ukrainian, Hungarian, and Austrian revolutionaries—stood symptom¬ 
atically for a new type erf ideologically motivated violent actor. 

On the extreme right, too, the immediate post-war years witnessed the 
emergence of a new political culture of the armed group, not only in Russia, 
but largely inspired by its example. Yet their political aims were often more 
vaguely defined than those of their Communist counterparts which—at least 
in theory—strove for the realization of the proletarian utopia set out in the 
writings of Marx and Lenin. The Russian "White’ forces, by contrast, were less 
bound by theory and anything but united in tlieir goals—a fact that contributed 
to their ultimate defeat. iTie major leaders of the Whites—^Admiral Aleksandr 
Kolchak in the East, General Anton Denikin in the north Caucasus and the 
Don region. General Piotr Wrangel in the Crimea—never formed a coherent 
movement under unified military command. In Siberia and Southern Russia, 
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self-styled ‘Atamans’ like Grigory Semenov or Roman von Ungem-Sternberg 
also acted independently. Although sanctioned by the Whites, their ‘Whiteness’ 
came from the fact diat they were fiercdy anti-BcJshevik or ‘anti-Red’, a colour 
that now covered a broad spectrum of loosely allied enemies of class revolution. 

In Ukraine in particular, the civil war between Whites and Reds gained further 
complexity through theinvolvementof furdier violent actors as the growing chaos 
and lawlessness in the countryside led to the emergence of a large peasant 
self-defence movement. The movement assumed the historical name of the 
Cossacks whose state had disappeared in Ukraine by the early nineteenth cen¬ 
tury but who lived on in popular memmy as symbols of past prosperity and 
freedom. They were soon joined by other stakelrolders such as Nestor Makhno, 
a peasant anarchist, who concentrated his 40.000 strong Black Army in the 
southern steppe. Yet whatever the colour of the flag under which the over¬ 
whelmingly illiterate peasant warriors were fighting—red, wdiite, green, or 
black—ideology seemed to have mattered less than survival under dangerous 
and bewildering conditions in which the ruling political regimes changed several 
times per year. 

The Bolshevik revolution and the subsequent civil war across tlie former 
imperial Russian territories quickly interacted with revolutionary and counter¬ 
revolutionary movements further afield, either as a beacon of hope for those 
longing for violent socio-economic and political change or as the nightmarish 
vision of a rise of the uneducated masses. One of the most extreme cases was 
Finland, a country that (with no more than 1,500 volunteers fighting on the Rus¬ 
sian or German side between 1914 and 1918) had been a non-combatant in the 
Great War. Despite the lack of‘brutalization’ through war, Finland experienced 
one of the bloodiest civil wars of the entire period; over 36,000 people—one 
per cent of the overall population—died within the six months of the civil war in 
1918, making it one of the deadliest civil wars in twentieth-century history. For 
a long time, liistorians saw the Finnish case merely as an extension of tlie Rus¬ 
sian Civil War, yet here (as elsewhere) the threat of a Bolshevik takeover was 
more imagined than real. The often alleged 'Russian involvement’ in the Finnish 
civil war was actually quite mai^nal, with no more than 5-10 per cent of those 
fighting against General Carl Mannerheim’s White Army being Russian volun¬ 
teers. And even if Bolshevik-inspired Red Guards had carried out the coup 
d’etat in Helsinki in January 1918 and therein tri gge red the civil war, it was the 
more moderate Finnish Social Democrats that almost immediately assumed 
control of the revolutionary movement which was ultimately suppressed with 
tlie extreme violence typical of civil wars fou^t between members of the same 
local communities. 

The case that seemed to follow the Russian model most closely was that of the 
short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic (March—August 1919) under Bela Kun 
which copied the Russian Red Guards in an attempt to safeguard the gains of 
the revolution before being overthrown 1 ^ a joint Romanian-Czechoslovak 
military intervention and replaced by Miklos Horthy’s counter-revolutionary 
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government, a regime that used extreme \iolence to avenge the crimes of the 
so-called ‘Red Terror’. 

Even in those countries where the likelihood of a Bokhevik takeover was 
marginal—as in Germany or Austria—the successful consolidation of power by 
a determined revolutionarv minorits’ of Russian Bolsheviks quickly injected a 
jxiwerfnl new energv' into politics and triggered the emergence of detennined 
coiinter-revolutionarv forces, for whom the violent repression of revolution, and 
more especially of revolutionaries, constituted their overriding goal. Not dissim- 
lar to the situation in the late eighteenth centurv- when Europe’s horrified niling 
elites feared a Jacobin ‘apoc-alvptic’ war, many Europeans after 1917 suspected 
that Bolshevism would spread to ‘infect’ the rest of the old world, prompting 
violent mobilization and ac-tion against the perceived menace. W’hat was charac¬ 
teristic of that menace eveiyvvhere in Europe was the seemingly faceless nature 
of that threat to the establishevl order: from anonymous crowds that assaulted 
bourgeois notions of property to female snipers and Jewish-Bolshevik world 
conspiracies. Such abstract fears were fuelled b\’ news about Bolshevik atroci¬ 
ties, many of them real, others exaggerated, which spread quickly in western 
Europe and even in the United States where a Ivomb that exploded on W'all 
Street on 16 Septemlier 1920. leaving thirtv-eight deavl and hundreds wounded, 
was quickly (but wrongly) attributed to Bolshevik agents. Fear of‘Russiaji con¬ 
ditions’ was not as pronounced in America as it was in central Europe, where it 
quickly resulted in authoritarian measures, from strengthened |X)licing to laws 
of e.xception. but also in a right-wing counter-mobiliziition that bred charismatic 
leaders and apociilvptic visions of its own. 


In March 1920 Wolfgang 
Kapp and Walther von 
LUttwitz organized a 
coup to topple the 
Weimar government 
after they refused to 
accept its order that two 
Freikorps units disband. 
The head of the 
Reichswehr, Hans von 
Seeckt. would not 
Intervene, putting the 
unity of the army (whose 
soldiers are shown here 
standing In front of the 
Brandenburg Gate) over 
the protection of the 
constitution. 



310 





NO END TO WAR 


On 31 October 1918, the commander of the Adriatic-bas«l Habsburg fleet. The mobilizing 
Miklos Horthy, sent a final telegram to his emperor, Kari I, assuring him of his power of defeat 
‘unshakable loyalty’. Minutes later, he surrendered the flagsliip of his fleet, the 
SMS Viribiis Untfe, to the New South Slav State (the future Yugoslavia), releasing 
tlie Czech, Croatian, Polish, and German Austrian sailors and officers around 
him into an uncertain future as post-imperial subjects. For Horthy himself, 
however, tlie war was by no means over. Otk* fighting between the major com¬ 
batants of the Great War had ended, he soon found another project; the cleansing 
of his native Hungary from those forces diat had allegedly caused the Habsburgs’ 
defeat and the break-up of their empire. 

In this respect, Horthy's reaction to the situation of late 1918 wa.s not fundamen¬ 
tally different from that of 37-year-old Brigadier Mustafa Kemal, who—roughly 
at the same time—returned from the lost Palestinian front to Istanbul. In 1926, 
when he was already known as Ataturk and president of the Turkish republic, 
he recaDed his arrival in the defeated Ottoman empires capital as the beginning 
of his ‘mission’ to transform the ‘Turkic core’ of the empire into aTurkish nation¬ 
state. He would achieve this ‘mission’ through a series of violent conflicts and, 
afler halting a Creek advance into Anatolia, the largest expulsion of civilians 
before the Second World War. 

Both examples highlight a second factor that helps to explain the uneven 
geography of post-war violence in Europe: the mobilizing power of defeat. 

Defeat should be seen not just in terms of the balance of power but also as a 
state of mind (including the refusal to acknowledge the reversal) wliich Wolf¬ 
gang Schivelbusch ha.s termed a ‘culture of defeat’. The state had played a cen¬ 
tral role during the Great War in organizing and endorsing the mass deployment 
of violence by millions of European men and it was also the state (in close 
cooperation with the military leadership) that was in charge of demobilization, 
both militarily and culturally (by legitimizing, reabsorbing, or neutralizing the 
violence of war once the conflict was over). V^ere the state had been defeated, 
however, either in reality or in perception (as with nationalist circles in Italy), 
it was more difficult for the state to play this role; indeed, it may have done 
precisely the opposite, exacerbating violence and generalizing it to a host of 
groups and individuals who chose to take it on themselves to redress defeat and 
national humiliation. 

The nature of the homecoming in a context of victory or defeat was thus 
an important variable as individual testimonies from November 1918 confirm. 

In explaining their refusal to demobilize (or desire to remobilize) and their 
determination to continue their soldierly existence after November 1918, para¬ 
military activists across central Europe frequently invoked the horrors of re¬ 
luming from the front in 1918 to an entirety hostile world of upheaval, a 
perception triggered by both the temporary collapse of military hierarchies and 
public order. 

Conservatives and nationalists in the vanquished stales of Europe refused 
to accept that military defeat had caused the collapse of the central European 
empires and regarded the terms of the armistice as an intolerable insult to their 
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Imperial collapse 
and inter-ethnic 
violence 


honour as ‘militarily undefeated’ officers. As a consequence of such common 
perceptions, paramilitary subcultures of the right shared important characteris¬ 
tics, at least in central Europe. In Germany, Austria, and Hungary, the leading 
figures involved in setting up and running paramilitary organizations of the right 
were junior ex-officers (mostly lieutenants and captains, occasionally colonels) 
from middle- or upper-class bad^rounds, who had been educated and trained 
in the military academies of the late Habsburg and HohenzoUern empires. Of 
the 6,568 volunteers who followed Horthy’s initial recruitment call of 5 June 
1919 for the formation of the counter-revolutionaiy National Army, almost 3,000 
were former army and cavalry officers and an additional 800 men were officers 
from the semi-military border guards, the Gendarmerie. Many of the activists in 
all three countries came from rural backgrounds and notably from the border 
regions where notions of embattled ethnicity were much more real than they 
were in larger cities smffi as Budapest, Vienna, or Berlin. In the case of Hungary, 
the large influx of refugees from Transylvania further contributed to the radical- 
ization of the atmosphere in Budapest, a capital city already militarized by the 
experiences of revolution and temporary occupation by Romanian forces. 

The situation in Italy was somewhat different, notably because tlie country was 
not defeated in the Great War. Instead it suffered—at least in the eyes of Italian 
nationalists—a ‘mutilated victory’. Such widespread perceptions were largely the 
result of exaggerated expectations at the war's end. The dissolution of the Austro- 
Hungarian empire, the expansion of Italy’s borders to the Brenner Pass and 
Istria, and a seat at the victors' table in Paris had been seen as fitting compensa¬ 
tion for half a million dead and millions wounded or permanently mutilated, but 
the post-war rejection of Italy’s claim to Dalmatia (and the ongoing quarrel over 
Fiume) frustrated those with maximalist expectations. Paramilitary groups of the 
right sudi as die Arditi or Mussolini’s Fasci di combattimento were united in the 
belief that Italy had been betrayed at the Paris peace conference by its own allies 
who had refused to grant full recognition of Italy’s territorial claims despite the 
fact that Italy had suffered more casualties in the war than Britain. Such beliefs 
merged with fears of Bolshevik revolution, notably after several post-war socialist 
victories in the local elections of nortliem and central Italy as well as in die 
Po valley. In an escalating whiriwind of domestic violence, 172 socialists were 
lolled in 1920 alone, as were 10 members of the Popular Party, 4 fascists, and 
51 police officers. During die 1921 general elections violence increased further; 
on election d^ alone (15 M^), z8 people died and 104 were injured. 

Defeat (or die perception of a ‘mutilated victory’) and the fear (or reality) of 
revolution created the climate for violent clashes between movements of dif¬ 
ferent political creeds, but the geography and intensity levels of violence also 
depended on a diird factor ethnic conflicts in the shatter-zones of Europe’s 
land empires. 

If the Bolshevik revolution and die subsequent civil war had spread fears of a 
European class war, and the defeat of the Central Powers had undermined the 
legitimacy and viability of Europe’s land empires (and in some cases, that of 
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their suceessor states), the idea of creating ethnical!)’ hoinogeneons nation-states 
prov ed to lie yet .uiother important sotirce of post-war violenc-e in much of Europe 
at the end of the Great War. This was especially the c-ase where chums for national 
independence were opposed by other ethnic groups. 

All nationiil movements in the former land empires took inspiration from 
US President Woodrow Wilsons promise, manifested in the famous ‘Fourteen 
Points’ of January 1918, that the allegedly suppressed nations of east-central 
Europe should have an opportunity for ‘autonomous development'. But while 
the slogan of self-determination’ provided a powerful rallvingcry for the mobil¬ 
ization of anti-imperial emotions and [Jersonnel, the nascent national move¬ 
ments of eastern Europe quickly encountered opposition from various camps. 
In Estonia and Latvia, where national movements seized the opportunitv of 
the Bolshevik c-oup to declare their independence, the legitimacy of the new 
national assemblies was swiftK' called into (juestion bv' local Bolsheviks, the 
Estonian ‘Military-Revolutionarv’Committee' (VTIK) and the Latvian ’Execu¬ 
tive Committee’. Both groups could count on strong lefti.st .support from the 
workers of Tallinn and Riga, leading to months of terror and counter-terror. 
The situation l)ec-ame even more confusing in the spring when a German offen¬ 
sive led to the occupation of all of Latvia, Estonia, Belorussia, and Ukraine, 
only to be reversed when the German war effort collapsed in November that 
year and was followed b)' a Red Armv advance towards Minsk and \'ilnius. In 
Poliuul, too, the attempt to restore a powerful nation-state in the heart of 
Europe encountered severe problems: by the spring of 1919, Josef Pilsudki’s 
reorganized Polish armed forces were engaged on four fronts: in Upper Silesia 
against strong German volunteer forces, in Teschen/Teshv’n against the Czechs, 
in Galicia against Ukrainian forces, and against the Soviets threatening to invade 
from the west. 


313 



ROBERT GERWARTH 



In the conquered and re-conquered territories, 
notably in the Baltic region and in Ukraine, a bewil¬ 
dering coniplexit)’ of violent actors emerged; from 
‘red’, ‘white’, ‘green’, and ‘black’ armies to German 
Freikoqi.'i (who were particularly active in Latvia 
in the spring of 1919) and a large variety of anti- 
Bolslievik ‘homeguards’ such as the ‘LithuaJiian 
Riflemen Union’, the Latvian ‘Aizsargi’, or the Esto¬ 
nian ‘Kaitseliit’ (with over 100,000 memliers in 
1919). It was not until 1920 that a degree of sta- 
bilitv’ relumed to the region, Following suc¬ 
cessful counter-attacks against the Red Anny in 
Latvia and Poland—commemorated in Latvian 
and Polish nationalist folklore as the ‘miracles’ of 
the Daugava and \’istula rivers—Lenin's dream of 
recapturing the former tsarist empire under the 
red flag temporarily faltered. In Fehniaiv, July, 
and August 1920, the Soviet government signed 
peace treaties with Estonia, Lithuania, and L;jtvia 
renouncing territorial claims in the Baltic region 
while the last CJerman Fn’ikoqis fighters left 
Latvia and Estonia in Octolx-'r after a cmshing 
defeat at the gates of Riga. A few months later, in 
1921, the Soviet-Polish Treaty of Riga confirmed 
Poland as one of the winners of the post-war con¬ 
flicts, iLSsigning vve.stern Belonissia, East Cialicia, 
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and N'olhviiia to W’arsavv’s direct c-ontrol. Only Romania, which had entered the 
war late on the Entente's side, managed to secure similarlv sizeable territories 
(Bessarabia and the Biikovina) after prolonged fighting with the Red Army. 

The fates of east and central European national projects in this period thus 
clifTered cxinsiderablv—from victorv' and territorial e.vpansion for the ‘Little 
Entente' slates (('zechoslovakia, Romania, luid Yugoslavia) and Poland to frus¬ 
trated hopes for Lithuania and Belonissia, to ‘national catastrophes’ for Bulgaria 
and Hungary, both of vv'hich sufTered severe territorial losses in the jveace trea¬ 
ties of Trianon and Neuilly. The outcomes of the war and the post-war conflicts 
set the tone for inter-state relations and also prepared the gmiind for new waves 
of violence in the region. In tlie Balkiuis. and notably in areas such as Macedonia 
and Kosovo, Serbiiui and pro-Yugoslav paramilitarv' groups, emboldened bv vic¬ 
tors' in the Great War, played an important role as parastate actors, shoring up 
the territorial gains made during the war and violently suppressing those 
opposing them. 


The fate of territorial disniembennent also affected another defeated state of 


the Great War; the Ottoman empire. Istanbul lost all of its Middle Eastern pos¬ 
sessions and the integiitv’ of the Anatolian peninsula was threatened by both an 
initially successful Greek advance into Asia Minor in 1919 and an Armenian 
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insurgency in the east. W’hat the Young Turks and nationalist historians in Turkey 
to this day refer to as the War of Liberation’ {Isfiklal Har})i, 1919—23) was in 
essence a form of violent nation-state formation that represented a continuation 
of wartime ethnic un-mixing and exclusion of Ottoman Christians and Arme¬ 
nians from Anatolia. Here, as elsewhere, the nation-building process came at 
a high price, paid in particular by the minorities of the country. Suspicion and 
enmity of Turkisli nationalists towards the Christian minorities had already 
found its violent outlet during the Armenian genocide of 1915-16. 

The ill-advi.sed landing of a Greek invasion army in Smyrna in 1919 led to a 
brutal, three-year conflict in western Anatolia. Eventually, the fortunes of war 
turned against the Greeks. As the Turkish army moved into Smyrna in 1922, a 
group of Ottoman soldiers arrested the Orthodox Archbishop of Smyrna, Chrys- 
ostomos, an outspoken supjxirter of the Greek invasion, and delivered him to 
their commanding officer, who in turn tlecided to hand the Archbishop over to 
a Turkish mob that brutally abused and murdered him. Tlie violent death of the 
Orthodox Metropolitan of Smyrna was no more than an overture for a fortnight 
of violent orgies reminiscent of the sacking of enemy towns during Europe’s 
religious wars in the seventeenth century. Over the following two weeks, an 
estimated 30.000 Greeks and Armenians were slaughtered. Many more were 
robbed, lieaten. and raped by Turldsh soldiers, paramilitaries, and loc-al teenage 
gangs, liefore the Cdiristian cjuarters of the city were .set on fire. The survivors of 
the massacres were expelled from Turkey in what became the largest forced 
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Legacies 


population transfer in history before the outbreak of the Second World War. 
All in all, some 900,000 Ottoman Greeks and 400,000 Greek Turks were forcibly 
resettled in a 'homeland’ most of them had never visited before. 

By late 1923, the levels of violence in Europe had decreased significantly. After 
the end of the Franco-Belgian occupation of the Ruhr, the termination of the 
Russian and Irish Civil Wars, and the conclusion of the Lausanne Treaty wliich 
specifically aimed ‘to bring to a final close the state of war which has existed in 
the East since 1914’. Europe experienced a period of tentative political and eco¬ 
nomic stability that would last until the Great Depression. 

Yet what did not disappear altogether in 1923 was the wider culture of violent 
rhetoric, uniformed politics, and street figliting. Paramilitarism remained a cen¬ 
tral feature of inter-war European political cultures and it included movements 
as diverse as the German stormtroopers or SA, the Italian squadristi, the legion¬ 
aries of the Romanian Iron Guard, the Hungarian Arrow Cross, the Croatian 
Ustasha, or Leon Degrelle’s Rexist movement in Belgium and the Croix de Feu 
in France. While none of these movements would have gained their subse¬ 
quent importance without the Great Depression, their roots frequently lay in 
the upheavals of the immediate post-war period. In the case of Italian Fascism 
and German National Socialism, but also in Ataturk’s new Tbrkey or in the Baltic 
dictatorsliips of Smetona, Ulmanis, and Pats, paramilitary movements contrib¬ 
uted strongly to their establishment and were often held up as the origin of the 
new ‘paramilitary states’ that soon ended the short-lived democratic regimes in 
east-central Europe. 

A second, even more important legacy of the immediate post-war period 
was the perceived need to cleanse communities of their alien elements before a 
utopian new society could emerge, to root out those who were perceived to be 
harmful to the balance of the community. This belief constituted a powerful 
component of the common currency of radical politics and action in Europe 
between 1917 and the later 1940s, particularly in those countries frustrated 
with the outcomes of both the Great War and the post-war conflicts. Whatever 
its manifold political expressions, tliis poUtics of the purified community was a 
prominent element of peasant dreams, workers’ ambitions, and bureaucratic 
models of a People’s Community. As such, it provides an important key for under¬ 
standing the cycles of violence that characterized so many violent upheavals in 
Europe in the three decades after 1917. During tliis period, and notably during 
the Second World War, violent actors follow^ a logic bom in the immediate 
aftermath of the Great War the aim eras no longer to militarily defeat an opposing 
army and to impose conditions (however harsh) on the vanquished, as had been 
the case during the Great War, but to annihilate tliose that stocxl in the way of 
the creation of new utopian societies. 
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You lie still, chum,’ I sez to ’im, ‘mi l! Ik* all right presently.' An’ ‘e jes 
gives me one look, like ’e were puzzled, an’ ’e died. 

(Frederic Manning. Tite MItItlle Pnrf.s of Fortune) 

T he Great War iiaiiiited the last centim-; it haunts us still. It continues to 
inspire imaginative endeavour of tlie highest order. It invites pilgrimage 
and commemoration surrounded by palpable sadness. Almost a hundred 
years after tlie war, ‘Tlie Last Post’, intoned every' evening at the Meiiin Gate in 
Ypres. still summons tears. We wish it all had not happened. 

We associate the war with the loss of \ outli, of innocence, of ideals. We are 
inclined to think that the world was a better and happier place before 1914. 
If the last centiirv has been one of disjunction and endle.ss surprise rather 
than of the mounting predictability many expected at the next-to-last 
jin-de-siecle. the Great War was the greatest surprise of all. The war stands, by 
most historical accounts, as the portal of entr\' to a century of doubt and agony, 
to our dissatisfaction. 

Its extremes of emotion, both the initial Jubilation and subsequent despair, 
are seen as a preface to the politics of e.xtreinLsm that took hold in Europe in the 
aftermath; its mechanized killing is regarded as a nec*essary prelude to the even 
greater ferocity of the Second World War and to the Holocaust; its assault on 
the values of the Enlightenment is seen as a nexus betw'een indeterminacy in 
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the sciences and the aesthetics of irony. Monty Python might never have lived 
had it not been for the Great War. The war unleashed a floodlide of forces that 
we have been unable ever since to stem. ‘Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet. Lest 
we forget—lest we forget!’ How in the worid, Mr Kipling, are we to forget? 

The enthusiasm surrounding the outbreak of war many described as a social 
and spiritual experience beyond compare. Engagement was the hallmark of 
the day. We have’, wrote Rupert Brooke, ‘come into our heritage.’ The literate 
classes, and by then they were the literate masses—teachers, students, artists, 
writers, poets, historians, and indeed workers, of the mind as well as the fist— 
volunteered en masse. School benches and church pews emptied. Tliose past 
the age of military service enrolled in the effort on the home front. 

Words, literary words, visible on the page, flowed as they had never flowed 
before, in the trenches, at home, and across the seven seas. The Berlin critic 
Julius Bab estimated that in August 1914 50,000 German poems were being 
penned a day. Thomas Mann conjured up a vision of his nation’s poetic soul 
bursting into flame. Before the wireless, before the television, this was the great 
literary war. Everyone wrote about it. and for it. 

Not surprisingly, the Great War turned immedi^ely into a war of cultures. To 
Britain and France, Germany represented the assault, by definition barbaric, on 
history and law. Brutality was Germany’s essence. To Germany, Britain repre¬ 
sented a commercial spirit, and France an emphasis on outward form, that were 
loathsome to a nation of heroes. Treachery was Albion’s name. Hypocrisy was 
Marianne’s fame. 

A middle-class war But the war was also an expression of social values. The intense involvement of 
the educated classes led to a form of warfare, certainly on the western front, 
characterized by the determination and ideals of those classes. TVench warfare 
was not merely a military necessity; it was a social mainfestation. It was to be, in 
a sense, the great moral achievement of the European middle classes. It repre¬ 
sented their resolve, commitment, perseverance, responsibility, grit—those fea¬ 
tures and values the middle classes cherished most. 

And here Fot dear dead brothers vre are weeping. 

Mourning the withered rose of chivalry, 

Yet, their work done, the dead are sleeping, sleeping 
Unconscious of the tor^ lean years to be. 

Those lines from the Wykehamist, die journal of Winchester College, of July 
1917 evoked both the passing of an age and the crisis of a culture. 

‘The bourgeoisie is essentially an effort,’ insisted the French bourgeois Rene 
Johannet. The Great War \ras essentially an effort too. The American writer 
F. Scott Fitzgerald would call the war on the western front ‘a love battle—there 
was a century of middle-class love spent here. All my beautiful lovely safe world 
blew itself up here with a great gust of h^h-explosive love.’ Fitzgerald’s ‘lovely 
safe world’ was one of empire, imperial ideas, and imperial dreams. It was a 
world of confidence, of religion, and of history. It was a world of connections. 
History was a synoi^mi for progress. 
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Fuelled initiallv by Iloratian ideals —dulce el decorum cst pn> patria mori — 
taught in idl the grammar scliools, hjcees, and gkiTinasia of Europe and then driven 
by a stubbornness that in Britain was appropriateK- called Imttoin, the war of 
attrition decimated the old aristocracy and much of the intelligentsia of Europe. 
Ten million would die. Twent\’ million would be mutilated. In the front lines 
casualties were highest among offic-ers, called upon to lead by example, and by 
corollary among soldiers who had left tlieir lil)eral professions, such as teaching 
and the law, to become warriors. For the.se men chances of survival for more 
than a few' w'eeks, without death or at least injur); were small. The scions of 
those families looked to for moral leadership iuid political authoritv' were 
nroweddown, gas.sed, and blown to bits: Asquiths, Betinnann Hollwegs. Moreau- 
Nelatons. Roo.sevelts. Artists and writers, too, died in droves: Franz Marc. 
Umberto Boctioni. August Macke, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Aliun-Founiier, Isaac 
Rosenlverg. GeorgTrakl, EtKvaniTliomas, Charles Peguv. Wilfred Owen. Bec-ause 
of its staggering cost in talent and tradition, the war was Ixvnnd to provoke a 
furore of secondar)' wars, politiciil. scx^ial, moral—a re-examination of the very 
foundations of civilization and societv. 

After the wave of c-elebrator\' traditionalism that accompanied the outbreak of 
war had subsided, that re-examination began, at first slowly, cautiously. During 
the war it had to remain, of necessity, largelv private. In 1916 Henri Barbusse 
did publish a widel)' read novel, Le Feu {Under Fire), denouncing the war, but 
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it was more his broader perspective on the war and less his condemnation of 
it that first interested readers. The poet-warrior Siegfried Sassoon, influenced 
by Barbusse, attempted a demonstrative protest against the war, but then was 
drawn back to join his comrades in the front lines. His introspective and charged 
poetry initially reached only a small circle. Likewise, the pyrotechnics of the 
Dada crowd in neutral Zurich, where Tristan Tzara, Richard Huelsenbeck, 
Hugo Ball, and other exiles parodied everything, including themselves, had 
at first little resonance. But the questioning had begun, of all sorts of funda¬ 
mental issues: reason, honour, duty, patriotism, beauty, class, love, art. And, 
above all, authority. 

In this questioning, the integrity of language seemed to break first. Words 
seemed so remote, syntax so helpless, when confronted by the urgency, tlie un¬ 
predictability, of actual experience. As a result, Tristan Tzara issued instructions 
on how to write a poem: cut words from a newspaper and put them in a bag, 
shake the bag, and remove the words one by one. Voila le poeme! One needed a 
new word for mud, said John Masefield, a new word for death, said Louis Mairet, 
a new word for war, said Beverley Nichols. ‘Only the names of places had dig¬ 
nity,’ concluded Ernest Hemingway, the American writer who served with tlie 
Italians in the war. 

Because of the failure of imagination and hence language to contain experi¬ 
ence, the soldiers of the Great War felt that they possessed a secret, ‘a secret’, 
said Charles Carrington, ‘that can never be communicated’. If language becomes 
unstable, how does one communicate? What remains of the social contract? 
What happens to law and authority? The old ideas simply lost their validity, like 
punctured tyres. ‘Heroes’, said Osbert Sitwell, ‘became bores.’ And when the 
crisis of expression had reached a new plateau in the next war, Virginia Woolf 
decided that ‘the wordless are the happy’. 

Most combatants recited the platitudes of their society—Isaac Rosenberg 
called them ‘second-hand phrases’—to tlie end. Dying soldiers mouthed the 
prayers taught them in infancy, ‘Gentle Jesus, meek and mild.’ For some the 
war remained ‘ripping good sport’, or so at least they claimed in their letters 
home. The war was fought on the basis of values and assumptions drummed 
into its participants through ^tems of universal education and other institu¬ 
tions of state. Put to the test the old values held—they held for more than 
four long years, everywhere, except in Russia. But the seeds of doubt had 
been planted. 

The crisis of expression was to be more immediate in cultures that lost the 
war, Germany in particular, or that felt, like Italy, diat they were denied the appro¬ 
priate spoils of victory. In these societies the experience of the war, its mystical 
implications, took precedence over articulated meaning. Here the war had spir¬ 
itual, instead of rational, essence. The said many Germans right from the 
start, was a question of spiritual liberation. When such logic was carried forward 
in the face of defeat, the upshot was a celebration of experience instead of pur¬ 
pose and result. In this situation the ancient proverb that necessity knows no law 
could readily become the guide to conduct. 
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(irief, aiicl her twin, sadness, dominated the mood of the 1920s. The make-shift 
battlefield cemeteries, with their ramshackle crosses, w'ere turned to lieautifiil 
order. New concentration cemeteries were created. Headstones were erected, 
monuments built. ‘Silent cities’, Kipling called the cemeteries. Tlie iconograplw 
was of course traditional. To help them in choosing an inscription for the head¬ 
stone of their lo\ ed one, British families received a booklet of suggestions drawn 
from the Bible and from the classics of English literature. Inspired bv their .serene 
order and glorious flow'ers, the poet Edmund Blunden called the British and 
empire cemeteries ‘the poetrv' of that high action’ that was the war; the dead 
speak yet through achievement ofbeaiih.' 

A variet\' of attempts, by among others the Michelin firm in France and the 
Bickfords trawl agency in Britain, to turn the battlefields into tourist sites imme¬ 
diately after the w'ar had little success. But gradually \isitors Ix^gan to come in 
search of the resting plac-es of those dear to them. The pilgrimages reached a 
high point in 1928-9, before the on.set of the great depres.sion. In the summer 
of 1928 the British Legion organized a huge pilgrimage to Ypres, with close to 
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War literature 


15,000 participants. Hie visitors’bod® at the Menin Gate memorial to the missing 
contain over 8,000 signatures for the month of July and almost 15,000 for the 
month of August. By then the Germans, initially prohibited, then discouraged 
from visiting France and Belgium, had started coming too. Official speeches all 
reiterated the moral purpose of the war; on the alhed side, to preserve liberty and 
dignity through duty and sacrifice; on the German side, as General Hindenburg 
said at the dedication of the Taimenberg memorial in 1927, ‘to defend the 
Fatherland’. With clean hearts we marched... with clean hands we fought.’ 
A carapace of piety surrounded die war and its dead. 

One mourned, but at die same time, one tried, pace Kipling, for the sake of 
sanity, to forget. Robert Graves and T. E. Lawrence had an agreement that they 
would not discuss the war. Stanley Casson, the ex-serviceman and archaeologist, 
was in a similar mood: "We talked of almost everything else.’ Regimental his¬ 
tories were written. A few memoirs appeared and the odd novel: A. P. Herbert, 
C. E. Montague, Ernst Jtinger, Rdand Dorgeles, R. H. Mottram, e. e. cummings 
(for cummings even capital letters had lost their authority). Jiinger had consid¬ 
erable success in Germany. In Stafilgewittem (Storm of Steel), with its celebra¬ 
tion of primordial violence, first appeared in 1920 and was reprinted regularly 
after that, but the print runs, of 5,000 or 6,000 copies at a time, were still modest. 
The romance of war was ever present in Ernest Raymond’s Tell England, first 
published in 1922; it too had yearly, though again small, printings through die 
19205. Everyone waited for the great war novel, the one that would put every¬ 
thing into proper Homeric perspective. Everyone but the publishers, that is. 
Those with an eye on profits, during a decade of mass unemployment when 
the book business suffered, assumed that the public had no interest in the 
war. Indicators of public taste confirmed this view. A poll of 300,000 British 
cinema-goers in August 1927 revealed that they were not at all attracted by war 
films or even by historical films In general. Sentimentality, in the guise of'society 
drama’, was wliat they wanted- There were twenty-two films that year widi Love 
in their title: among them Love on the Beach, Love at the Crossroads, Betty 
Peterson’s Love, and even Bloody Love. 

There seemed to be little time for books during that first decade after the war. 
The cinema, motor cars, aeroplanes—excitement and bustle of any sort seemed 
preferable to a quaint activity like reading. A new frenzy seized mass culture. 
Much of the inspiration—the tyncopated rhythms of jazz, the gin-swiUing flap¬ 
pers, the Charle.ston—seemed to come from America or other frontier lands. 
Elders were appalled, Ity the images, the sounds, the language. Both young and 
old were apt to attribute the new morality, with its heightened sensuality, to the 
influence of the war. 

As the physical landscape of war recovered, as travel to the former war zones 
in Belgium and northern France became easier, and as the cemeteries came to 
dominate the visit to the western front, many ex-servicemen felt that tliey were 
losing their war. The war was being corrupted not only by time, but also by sen¬ 
timentality, vulgarity, and ignorance. Gerhard Schinke, a German, journeyed to 
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Flaiiders in 1927. He was shocked bv how the cotintn'side had re\ivetl but even 
more upset at how Ypres had commercialized the war. In addition to a profusion 
of manufac’tured souvenirs for sale in shops, children on the street offered to sell 
him rusted weapons, helmets, grenades, and tunic buttons. A former captain 
with the Royal Fusiliers remarked that ‘the Cloth HiUl of Ypres must rank clo.se 
to Niagara as one of the world's most-photographed sights’. The novelist Chris¬ 
topher Isherwood visited Ypres on 11 November 1935 to pav his respects to his 
father who had been killed in the salient in 1915. Isherwood. too, was taken 
aback bv the viilgarih’: The town is certainlv “for ever England ” he wrote in his 
diar\-—‘the England of sordid little teashops, faked souvenirs and touts’. 

If traditional politiCiJ authoritv'was questioned dramatically after 1918, as civil 
war raged in Russia and broke out intennittentlv' in other parts of Eurojve, old 
forms of expression in the arts were also considered inadequate. An often wild 
experimentalism took holtl in the visiuU arts, music, drama, and literature. Artists 
used bnishes and psiint as if they were revolvers and liombs. Marc-el Duchamp 
iilfixed a moustache to the Mima Lisa and called tliis iirt. To one exliibition he sub¬ 
mitted a urinal, calling it The Fountain. It was, he .said, the one object he couki 
think of that was most likelv to be disliked, (composers c-onjured up the sounds 


Ruins ofYpres, 1915, 
with the famous Cloth 
Hall and Grote Markt. 

On seeing these ruins 
J. W. Gamble wrote 
home: it is really a won¬ 
derful sight—weird, gro¬ 
tesque, and desolate of 
course—but most 
interesting. I expect the 
place will be flooded 
with sightseers 
and tourists after the 
war, and they will 
be amazed by what 
they see.' 








MODRIS EKSTEINS 


of mental anguish. Theatre producers and directors sought to change the world. 
A mood of anger and violence permeated the arts. The French poet Louis 
Aragon was excited by an im^e of destruction—by ‘the splendid and chaotic 
heap I Which is easily produced with a church and some dynamite’. And the 
outwardly gentle British poet Stephen Spencfer ended his verse play Trial of 
a Judge with the lines; ‘And die aerial vultures fly | Over the deserts which were 
cities. |KiD!KiU! Kill! Kill!’ 

A new type of artist-intellectual had appeared in the wake of the war, I’homme 
engage, for whom die word and the deed, previously considered distinct, began 
to blend. Intellectuality became an event. The French writer Andre Malraux 
was perhaps the best representative of this genus, a man who created his literary 
image through action. ‘I want to leave a scar on the world,’ one of his characters 
says. One admiring critic of Malraux would call his books livres-cicatrices, 
scar-books. 

There is here the thrill of vitality beyond morality, life beyond good and evil. 
'I plunge my gaze into the eyes of passing women, fleeting and penetrating as 
a pistol shot, and rejoice when they are forced to smile,’ wrote the war veteran 
Ernst Jiinger in his book Der Kampf ah inneres Erlebnis (War as Inner Experi¬ 
ence). For him the spiritual side of war was as important as the physical. For 
him the Great War continued after the armistice, after the peace treaty; that 
war never left him. He regarded its destructive-creative energy as a beacon for 
the future. 

Andr^ Breton, the surrealist, spoke of the ‘crisis of the object’. But, as the ideas 
of Sigmund Freud suggested, there was a ‘crisis of the subject’ too. Psychoana¬ 
lytic dieory had a special Importance in the search for a new reality and Freud 
became a household name in the 1920s. And while Albert Einstein distanced 
himself from all attempts to link liis theory of relativity with the new artistic 
forms, the wider public was not loath to make a connection between modem art 
and relativity. ‘Mathematics', declared the poet William Carlos Williams in 1921, 
alluding to the impact of science, ‘comes to the rescue of the arts.’ The role of tlie 
Great War in all of this was that, in a manner far more comprehensive, it too, like 
Freud and Einstein, had destroyed absolutes and thus made the public more 
receptive to new ideas. 

Ruminating in 191500 the mainsprings of art and especially on the effect of the 
war on literature, John Galsworthy had predicted great ‘internal stress’ in Britain. 
‘That stress’, he had written in die Times Literary Supplement, ‘will most likely 
have a more ultimate and powerful influence upon literature than the war Itself 
If there is to come any startling change, it should be five or ten years after die war 
rather than one.’ At the end of the 1920s, a decade of political instability, eco¬ 
nomic turmoil, unemployment, and many other indignities, Galsworty’s predic¬ 
tion materialized: the emotional storm broke. The war moved once again to the 
very centre of public attention, put there, however, as Galsworthy foresaw, by 
more immediate concerns that seized on the Great War as the great agent. 

Erich Maria Remarque’s novel Im Westen nichts Neues (All Quiet on the 
Western Front) was at the heart of the commotion. Serialized in a Berlin 
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newspaper in late 1928, it appeared in book form in January 1929. Within 
months the 31-year-old Remarque was the worlds most famous atithor. By 1930 
twenty-eight translations had appeared and world sales approached 4 miUion 
copies. From late 1928 into the early i93os\«irbooks dominated the lists of pub¬ 
lishers, books by Robert Graves, Edmund Blundeo, Siegfried Sassoon, Richard 
Aldington, Ernest Hemingway, Ludwig Renn, Arnold Zweig. R. C. SherrifFs 
play Joumetj’s End ran for 594 consecutive performances in London and by the 
end of 1929 had been staged in twelve different countries. A rash of war frlms 
appeared loo; among them G. W. Pabsts Westfwnt igi 8 , Herbert Brenon s The 
Case of Sergeant Grischa, and Lewis Milestones rendition of Remarque’s novel 
for Universal Studios. Released in the spring of 1930 the film version of All 
Quiet played to packed houses throughout the world. It was to be accorded 
the Academy Award for best picture of the year. 

Tliis 'war boom’ used the war to voice contemporary anxiety. At the same 
lime, however, it did more to shape the popular image of the Great War than any 
work by liistorians before or since. Its most successful works, Remarque's All 
Quiet, Graves’s Qood-hye to All That, Zweig's The Case of Sergeant Grischa. and 
Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms, denounced the war as a futile slaughter, a mon¬ 
strous injustice, a political and social catastrophe. Progress and purpose, all those 
bloated words with their putrid aspirates, consisted of nothing but foul-smelling 
vapour—reminding Iiim, said Hemingway, of the stockyards of Chicago. Only 
individual resilience and an elementary camaraderie had meaning in this heU. 
tragic meaning at that. The ordinary soldier, the unknown warrior, die nameless, 
faceless victim, became the symbol of tliis war. The anti-hero took the place of 
the hero, in a world devoid of socially significant will. Wilfred Owen, the young 
poet who had been killed a week before the armistice, had said of his work; 'The 
poetry is in the pity.’ The same could be said of Remarque's more prosaic inten¬ 
tions a decade later. The new hero of the 1920s was the vagabond misfit Charlie 
Chaplin, who strolled through life buffeted and baffled by it. 

If the war boom reflected the mood of the 1920s more accurately than that of 
the war, much of the public accepted these books and films as accurate depic¬ 
tions. When the American novelist William Faulkner wrote in 1931, 'America 
has been conquered not by the German soldiers that died in French and 
Flemish trenches, but by the German soldiers that died in German books,’ 
he was pointing to the enormous power of fiction in influencing attitudes and 
values. Novehsts and film makers have played a far more important role in devel¬ 
oping our century’s liistorical imagination than have historians. That, too, was 
a result of the Great War. 

The thrust of this ‘mud and blood literature’ an^red many. To not a few vet¬ 
erans and bereaved families the su gge stion that the war had been in vain and 
their loved ones merely victims—sons murdered by fathers—^was sacrilege. 
Because of a number of references to bodify functicHis in the books by Remarque 
and Graves, the whole genre was dismissed by some as the ‘lavatory school’ of 
war literature. In Britain and the dominions there was widespread sentiment 
that this was a foreign genre. 'I did not think diat I should ever live to read books 
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written by my own countrymen which are like the dirty work done by enemy 
propagandists,’ said a clergyman at armistice celebrations in Folkestone in 1929. 
The war had been fought specifically against foreign perversity, and here was 
this alien depravity influencing home-grown youdi again. 

But in Germany, too, there was opposition to Remarque and his sort. His suc¬ 
cess came at a crucial point in Germany’s post-war history, the year of the tenth 
anniversary of the Versailles Treaty, the latter widr its painful war guilt clause, 
and a year when the German economy slumped badly. Tire deepening economic 
crisis was to become a worldwide phenomenon but Germany was hit particu¬ 
larly hard. It was the passivity of Remarque’s soldiers that the Nazis, who moved 
into the national spotlight in 1929-30 with massive electoral gains, despised. 
Many of them, including Adolf Hitler, were ex-serviceinen tow^iom the spiritual 
achievement in war was all important. Th^ denounced Remarque and his 
confreres and they protested, with vicJent demonstrations, against the Berlin 
showing in December 1930 of Hollywood’s version of Remarque's novel. The 
government at the time, a fragile coalition of moderates led by the Centrist 
Heinrich Briining, capitulated to right-wing pressure and worked successfully to 
have the film banned on grounds that it was hostile to Germany. 

After Hitler’s accession to power in January 1933, the political polarization of 
Europe gained pace. At both pohtical extremes, the image of the soldier as help¬ 
less victim was unwelcome. For both fascists and communists, the soldier was an 
agent of revolution. But the theory was deflated by collective memory. Wlien 
war broke out again in 1939, there was no cheering, not even in Berlin. 

The memory of the Great War had hung like a dense cloud over the inter-war 
era, never more depressingly than in the intemationai negotiations in 1938-9 
over German territorial claims. The tone of the literature, drama, and films of 
die war boom had suggested that the Great War had not been worth the cost. 
‘Another great war for many years to come would seem... to be impossible,’ the 
British Army Quarterly had editorialized in April 1930. For Adolf Hitler, by 
contrast, the war had been, as he put it in Mein Kampf, ‘the greatest and most 
unforgettable time of my earthly experience’. Still, this celebration of violent 
will notwithstanding. Hitler did not expect the war he got in 1939 and even in 
liis inner circle there was no gladness. 

Despite the moral statement inherent in their declaration of war against 
Germany in September 1939, after the invasion of Poland, neither France nor 
Britain showed the shghtest desire to fight. France fell. Britain fought on largely 
because of Hitler’s appalling military and political miscalculations. Some of the 
old rhetoric was trotted out again, but the propaganda effort in this war was very 
different from that in the previous one. Tliis was a tenaaous struggle for sur¬ 
vival, not a civihzing mission. 

The horror, devastation, and sctqre of the Second World War overwhelmed 
the western imagination. The acute moral dilemmas and agonies evoked by rev¬ 
elations of genocide, by saturation bombing of cities, and by the use, at the end, 
of atomic weapons made the heavy artillery, submarines, tanks, and even the gas 
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CN'linders of the First \\brld War seem like lovs. The Great War receded into the 
mists of memorv as a rather primitive and unsophisticated affair. 

As, in the second half of the 1940s, hot war turned to cold, tlie historical 
importance of Hitler, Stalin, Churcliill, and Roosevelt seemed so much greater 
than that of Kaiser Wilhelm, Tsar Nicholas, and even President Wilson, let alone 
premiers Lloyd George or Clemenceau. As the world split into ideological camps 
and as the prospects of a nuclear Armageddon liecame increasingly real, the 
Great War became correspondingly less great. The Second World War appeared 
to represent a far greater divide than the First. 

However, in the 1960s our perspective on our century began once again to 
change. A new wave of irons' linked up with the earlier adversarial temper of 
the 1920S. The success of the .satirical revue Oh What a Lovely War! and a bur¬ 
geoning black humour suggested, against the backdrop of the Vietnam War, 
connections to Dada and the cabaret wit of Berlin during the VV'eimar years. 
Moreover, historians began to point to the continuities between the two world 
wars. The notion appeared that the years 1914-45 constituted the Thirty Years 
W'ar of die twentieth centuA'—in essence a civil conflagration among the peoples 
of Europe. 

Tlie dream, still premature in the first years after the CJreat War, of significant 
tourism to the battlefields finally became a reality’ in the 1960s. V\ 1 io visits the 
battle sites and the graves of the First W'orld War dead these days, in Flanders, 
at Vimy, on the Somme, at V'erdun? And vvhv do they c-ome? The proportion of 
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pilgrims, people with a family connection to the wrar, is still high. Time and time 
again, in the visitors’ books at cemeteries, one encounters die comment, often 
from Australians, New Zealanders, South Africans, Canadians: ‘Found at last, 
granddad.' Tour groups are plentiful. Visits by school classes are frequent. But 
casual visitors may in fact now be the majority. 

The commentary in the visitors’ books is, as a result, often platitudinous or 
sentimental. Political, nationalistic, and ideological reactions are frequent. 
The Dutch, the Belgians, and the Scandinavians seem most likely to ejqiress 
pacifist sentiments; the British to cite poetry; the Americans to be colloquial. 
Pervading most of the comments, however, is an extraordinarily high level of 
emotion. It is clear from the visitors’ books that the Great War engages us still. 
At the New Irish Farm cemetery an Australian writes; ‘Glad to have visited 
here. Life’s ambition.’ 

There is something about the trench experience of the First World War—the 
intensity, the unpredictability, die bewilderment, the horror, and indeed the intim¬ 
ation of futility—that speaks across the century. We admire the commitment, 
the remarkable stamina, that soldiers displayed. A part of us may even regret 
that this land of fortitude—as F. Scott Fitzgerald asserted back in the 1930s— 
will probably never be seen again in the western world. But did the war make 
the world a better place? In social, political, and ideolo^cal terms, it is hard 
to imagine any worse outcome, at least in the short term. In 1915 Galsworthy 
wrote: ‘Those of us who are able to look back from thirty years hence on this 
tornado of death will conclude with a dreadful laugh that if it had never come 
the state of the world would be very much the same.’ By 1945—those thirty 
years hence—Galsworthy was no longer with us; the tornado of death, however, 
was. There was no dreadful laugh. There was only dreadful silence. 

And yet, one might argue that, in its implosive and disintegrative power, the 
Great War—and it will forever retain that name—did have a positive side. By 
subverting context it liberated text. By undermining old authority, it released 
creativity. It threw us all back upon ourselves. In diat sense it was and remains 
the great emancipatory adventure-experience of the modem age, open to all, 
involving all, democratic, symbolic, and inescapable. It is the representative 
event of the last century. 

We wallow in that war, ‘the greatest of all human contentions’, as Winston 
Churchill called it. Its agony is with us stiD. We cannot forget, nor can we ever 
truly comprehend. 
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